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PREFACE

n early 1943 the German Army in southern Russia was on the

verge of a complete collapse. Beginning in November, 1942

the Russians launched a series of successful offensives that
drove the Germans back for hundreds of kilometers and cost them
hundreds of thousands of casualties. The first of these offensives
encircled more than 200.000 German and Axis troops of the Ger-
man 6. Armee at Stalingrad. Successive Russian offensives de-
stroyed the Ttalian 8th Army and Hungarian 2nd Ammy and severely
damaged the German 2. Armee. The momentum of war was en-
tirely on the side of the Russians. German reserves were nearly
nonexistent and the armies of Hitler’s Axis allies had been essen-
tially knocked out of the war. Huge gaps had been tor in the line
and there were no reserves available to plug them. Stalin and many
of his key coommanders believed that the Germans could be fin-
ished off with one more great effort.

Accordingly, during the last days of January, 1943 the Soviets
rapidly planned two major offensives which were code named “Gal-
lop™ and “Star”” These operations were intended to recapture the
industrial city of Kharkov and destroy the remaining German and
Axis troops in the southern Ukraine, which consisted of 4.
Panzerarmee, |. Panzerarmee, Armeeabteilung Hollidt and
Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico. Coming on the heels of the final death
throes of 6. Armee at Stalingrad and the destruction of the Axis
armies. the loss of these four German armies would probably have
resulted in a decistve German defeat on the Eastern Front. Stalin
and his generals believed that victory over Germany was within
their grasp in early 1943 and decided to launch the two offensives
even before the surrender of the Stalingrad garrison.

The weight of “Gallop” and “Star” fell primarily upon Heeres-
gruppe Don, a newly established army group that had relatively
few resources given the demands placed upon it. It was commanded

by Erich von Manstein, who is considered by many to have been
Germany’s finest military commander of World War I1.

During this period, Manstein struggled not only with the sledge-
hammer blows of the Soviet offensives and abundant Soviet re-
serves, but also with the interference and stubbormness of Adolf
Hitler. When three armies of the Soviet Voronezh Front quickly
threatened to recapture Kharkov, Hitler’s obsession with holding
the oity nearly resulted in the destruction of two SS Panzergrenadier
divisions and the e¢lite Army Panzergrenadier Division “Gross-
deutschland.” These divisions were of critical importance because
Manstein intended to use them in a dramatic counter stroke that
would reverse the course of the war in Russia. Literally at the last
moment, the commander of the SS-Panzerkorps, Paul Hausser, dis-
obeyed Hitler’s order to fight to the last man and ordered a with-
drawal from Kharkov that saved the two SS divisions. Shortly there-
after, the third SS division of the SS-Panzerkorps arrived and gave
Manstein the divisions he needed to carry out his counteroffensive.
The subsequent battles for possession of Kharkov marked the first
time the three oldest divisions of the Waffen-SS, “Leibstandarte.”
“Das Reich” and “Totenkopf,” fought together under a unified SS
corps command.

In the first phase of the operation. SS divisions “Das Reich”
and “Totenkopf” drove 100 kilometers south of Kharkov and
blocked the Soviet 6th Army’s attempt to capture the Dnepr River
bridges, while “Leibstandarte” successfully defended the corps base
of supply at Krasnograd. Sepp Dietrich’s division turned back de-
termined attacks by the major part of the Soviet 3rd Tank Army
during the last weeks of February, 1943. After securing the Dnepr
bridges, “Das Reich” and “Totenkopf” turned north and regained
control of the vital railroad network south of Kharkov. The 3rd Tank
Army was forced to abandon its attack upon Krasnograd and re-



group south of Kharkov in order to protect the city from Hausser’s
divisions. At that point “Leibstandarte” joined its two sister divi-
sions in operations that destroyed the 3rd Tank Army, clearing the
path for the recapture of Kharkov. Almost exactly a month after the
city was abandoned to the Russians, it was back in German hands.

Strangely enough, there are no comprehensive accounts of the
Kharkov fighting from the German standpoint in the English lan-
guage. The coverage found in the general works on the Eastern
Front tend 1o be incomplete at best. The notable exception is the
detailed description of Operations “Gallop” and “Star” found in
From the Don 1o the Dnepr by Colonel Glantz.

It is hard to understand why the remarkable and fascinating
operations of the SS-Panzerkorps and 4. Panzerarmee have been
neglecied considering their importance. The events that took place
in the southemn Ukraine in early 1943 were tremendously dramatic.
In mid-February, 1943 Germany teetered on the brink of an early
defeat in World War 11, until Manstein’s Kharkov counteroffensive
reversed the course of the war in southern Russia. By the third week
in March, four Soviet armies had been destroyed or badly battered
and the southern Ukraine was firmly in control of Manstein’s army
group. There were 1wo fascinating episodes during this campaign
which involved Paul Hausser, the senior officer of the Waffen-SS
and commander of the SS-Panzerkorps. The first of these occurred
on February 14, 1943 when Hausser went against the specific or-
ders of Adolf Hitler and withdrew from Kharkov. Hausser’s deci-
sion was undoubtedly militarily correct and prevented the destruc-
tion of the only full strength mobile divisions available to Manstein.
Interestingly enough, Manstein himself opened the door for Hausser
to make his choice to abandon the city.

The second episode happened when the SS-Panzerkorps was
poised to recapture Kharkov on March 10, 1943 and three attack
columns of “Leibstandarte” plunged into the center of the city.
Hausser has been accused of disobeying his orders and directly as-
saulting the city, thereby incurring heavy casualties in order to make
up for the transgression of losing the city. In fact, Manstein issued
adirective that mentioned this course of action to Hausser. In addi-
tion Hitler clearly told Sepp Dietrich, the commander of
“Leibstandane.” that he wanted Dietrich’s division to assault the
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city and take it from the Russians. Hitler’s words carried a great
deal of weight with Sepp Dietrich because for many years Dietrich
considered himself and “Leibstandarte” to be solely responsible to
Adolf Hitler. However, regardless of the circumstances of the re-
capture of the city, a Jarge percentage of the casualties suffered by
the SS divisions occurred during the earlier defensive fighting.

In January 1943, “Leibstandarte,” “Das Reich” and “Totenkopf”
were at the high point of their power. They had been upgraded 10
Panzergrenadier divisions during the latter half of 1942 and were
equipped with (wo battalions of tanks. The highly motivated vol-
unteers of the three divisions were superbly conditioned and their
officers were hardened by years spent in the inferno of combat. The
SS regimental, battalion and company commanders were products
of modern training principles and were taught to be bold and dar-
ing. They were schooled in the basic German command philoso-
phy of leading from the front and mission oriented command, which
placed a premium on initiative and aggressive leadership from non-
commissioned officers and field grade officers. They were auda-
cious, aggressive and brazenly confident of their own abilities and
the capabilities of their men and weapons.

The three SS divisions were at thejr peak in terms of the cali-
ber of their personnel and the quality of their leadership, particu-
larly at regimental level and below. Hausser’s SS divisions pro-
vided the main offensive siriking power of 4. Panzerarmee and were
the key to the success of Manstein’s counteroffensive. The
Panzergrenadier divisions of the SS won a critical victory at a point
when Germany was on the brink of defeat in Russia and the Soviet
high command believed that an early end to the war was in their
grasp. However, the viclory was won at a high cost in SS casuval-
ties, a large percentage of which were lost during the bitter defen-
sive fighting that took place in the first weeks of February, 1943.
Total SS-Panzerkorps losses from ] January to 20 March 1943 to-
taled nearly 12,000 killed, wounded or missing. The three divisions
were never of the same quality. After the blood bath, the Germans
were forced to replace their losses with thousands of Luftwaffe trans-
fers and even conscripts. However, the blood sacrifice of the SS
divisions temporarily reversed the course of the war in Europe and
provided Germany with its last major victory of World War 1J.



FOREWORD

he reader interest in the Second World War has continued
unabated for the more than half century since the conflict
concluded. It is certain that no other event has had more
influence on the world as we know it than the conflagration that
consumed the world and resulted in possibly fifty million civilian
and military deaths. With the passage of time and resulting declas-
sification of archival material, the detailed amount of available in-
formation has constantly increased and the number of specific fac-
ets of this war still to be examined seems almost endless.
Among the most enthusiastically studied topics is the Waffen-
S§S, a revolutionary armed force that influenced modem warfare
perhaps more than any other group in this century. The influence of
the Waffen-SS can be seen jn the armed forces of today and its
mystique, initially due to legend as well as a paucity of accurate
published material. has only increased with the passage of time.
As primarily a biographical researcher, I bave had the often
unique opportunity to meet and correspond with many Waffen-SS
veterans who were direct participants in the battles of the Second
World War. These have ranged from privates and platoon leaders to
divisional commanders, many of whom won Germany’s highest
decorations for bravery and leadership during their military ser-
vice. As an apolitical researcher with a simple interest to learn, [
was astonished to find that I was the first and often only historian
some of these former soldiers spoke with regarding their careers.
My own interest, while covering all Waffen-SS units, leans heavily
1owards the three nitial formations that became “Lejbstandarie,”
“Das Reich™ and “Totenkopf.”
Apart from the personal facts and recollections of an individual,
of important interest o me was their opinions. Foremost was in-

quiring what person influenced them as military men and the com-
bats that stood out most vividly during the war. By far the mosi
influenual, admired and respected leader in the Waffen-SS, as wel]
as its senior commander. was Paul Hausser. Commanding first a
division and subsequently corps, army and finally army group, his
effect on the Waffen-SS began in the prewar years when he orga-
nized the SS officer school training system.

Most of the persons I have known saw service from the start of
the war through its conclusion. Almost 10 a man, those who fought
in the 1943 battles for Kharkov recalled those months as the most
intense combat of their military service. The ferocity of the fight-
ing and the vnyielding nature of the opponents was evident in the
faces of those [ have met. Little of significance in English has been
published giving an overall view as well as first person detail of
that series of battles, until now.

As he did with his previous work, “Decision in the Ukraine”
my close colleague George Nipe has delved into the mass of records
at all levels to relate a detailed and accurate account of a pivotal
battle on the Eastern Front. I am especially pleased, having per-
suaded him initially to undertake the study that resulted in this work,
the enormity of which should be appreciated. His significant con-
tribution will finally show in great detail a story that must be re-
lated for historical preservation as well as a full understanding of
the period. As the foremost tactical researcher [ know, it is my most
fervent wish he continues with further studies on the battle history
of the Waffen-SS.

Mark C. Yerger



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ew writers are able to complete a book of this nature with

out a great deal of help from others. First of all, I want to

thank my good friend, Mark Yerger, although a simple
thanks is not sufficient to acknowledge his many contributions to
the research, collection of piciures, text corrections and general mo-
tivation. In fact, he suggested that I write about the Kharkov cam-
paign in the first place. His powerful argument was that there are
no complete accounts in English about the German side of this com-
plex series of battles. At the time, [ was researching anather project,
but Mark persuaded me to do the book and it was a good decision.
Later in the writing process, when I was having doubts about the
timing of the project, he gave me some much needed encourage-
ment and got the writing back on track.

Mark was always available (o answer my e-mailed questions,
identify people from grainy pictures or provide photos and jnfor-
mation that he has collected over the years from his personal rela-
tionships with many veterans of the Waffen-SS. Whenever I needed
to know a date, could not find the rank of a Waffen-SS junior of-
ficer or needed an answer to a hundred other questons, he could
always dig it up from his enormous archives consisting of unpub-
lished German records. original documents or his extensive library
of reference books. In many cases he knew the answer off the top
of his head because he has an encyclopedic memory for historical
detail.

In addition, Mark generously allowed me to borrow many of
the pictures of German officers and men that are in the book. He

also provided information from privately held unit reports, in par-
ticular the war records of Regiment “Deutschland’s” 16./Kompanie
(Pioniere). Using his archival materials and documents, he furnished
biographical information on many of the German Army angd Watfen-
SS commanders mentioned in the book, which saved me a grear
deal of time and effort. Mark is an accomplished historian who has
written extensively about the men and organizations of the Waffen-
SS. He is a repository of knowledge gleaned from his personal
frendships with many Waffen-SS veterans, extensive writing and
many years of research. In a sense, this has been his project 100 and
the readers and | owe him a significant and heart felt thanks.

] also wish to thank the staff at the National Archives IT in
College Park, Maryland for their patient help. Neils Kordes, Jim
Kellen and the other members of the staff of the Microfilm Room
helped me find information, shared their extensive knowledge of
the captured German records on microfilm, kept the copy machines
running and were unfailingly courteous and helpful.

Bob Ruman, owner of Articles of War, helped me find a num-
ber of rare books, with a degree of personal service far above that
exhibited by the average dealer in military texts.

[ also want to thank my parents, Dr. and Mrs. George M. Nipe,
for their genuine interest and encouragement in my projects and for
furnishing a home environment filled with books and reading.

Lastly, I wish to thank my wife Linda and son George for their
toleration of the demands in time, work and travel that go into writ-
ing a book of this type.



NOTES ON SOURCES
AND TERMINOLOGY

great deal of the primary source research was done at the

National Archives [l in College Park, Maryland where

most of the captured German records brought to this coun-
try after World War ]I are on microfilm. Fortunately, nearly all of
the records of the German corps and armies which were involved
in the fighting were available for the period that I chose to study. In
addition (o the SS-Panzerkorps records, these include the daily
records of 4. Panzerarmee, Armeeabteilung Lanz/Kempf, Korps
Raus and XXX XVIIL Panzerkorps. The records of Armeeabteilung
Fretter-Pico, 1. Panzerarmee and XXXX. Panzerkorps furmnished
valuable supplementary information as well.

Record Group T-354, the Waffen-SS records, provided invalu-
able information on the conduct of the battle and communication
between the SS-Panzerkorps and higher command formations. These
records also contain a very useful series of maps, many of which
are reproduced in this text and furnish an invaluable account of the
battle, as well as information on tank strength, casualties and or-
ders. The use of this archival material is absolutely essential for
anyone who writes about the German Army and Waffen-SS during
World War I1. Those authors who do not use this primary material
are destined to depend upon the opinions of others, with all the
potential dangers inherent in that course of action. Failure to use
available primary documents results in the continued fostering of
pseudo-history. Anyone who desires to write seriously about the
war from the German standpoint without studying this material is
making a grave mistake. You will find that the staff at the Archives
is enormously helpful and extremely knowledgeable.

1t has proven useful to utilize a number of SS division combat
histories in order to provide personal accounts of the soldiers and
commanders who actually took part in the fighting. It is wise 10
double check the information contained in these volumes, because

10

the memories of velerans are sometimes clouded by time and per-
sonal relationships. One can spend many houors trying to resolve
contradictions between these accounts and information based on
the primary sources. Only through studying all avajlable informa-
tion can one hope to provide a reasonably accurale account of a
battle, which is by nature an event that is chaotic and complex.

Mark C. Yerger’s Knight’s of Steel. volumes [ and 11, is an or-
ganizational and biographtical source of detailed information regard-
ing the 2. SS-Panzergrenadier-Division “Das Reich™ that is not avail-
able in any other study. In addition, his two volumes on Waffen-S§
Commanders furnished important biographical information on the
key commanders of the SS during the Kharkov campaign. Mark’s
works should be required reading for the serious student of the
Waffen-SS.

Wolfgang Vopersal's Soldaten, Kiimpfer, Kameraden — Marsch
und Kdampfe der S$S-Totenkopf-Division, 1s a monumental. eight
volume work of impressive scope and is the most comprehensive
division history that [ am aware of. It is however, available only in
German and is out of print. The translations of Rudolf Lehmann’s
history of the “1.8S-Panzer-Division-Leibstandarie SS Adolf Hitler”
are also important resources. as is Kurt Meyer’s Grenadiere. Former
Waffen-SS officer Otto Weidinger wrote an excellent divisional
history about “Das Reich™ that provides a great deal of detailed
information on that division’s part in the Kharkov fighting. Several
volumes of this series have been published in English.

Two other books provided absolutely essential information on
the Kharkov battles. The first is Colonel David Glantz’s Froni the
Don to the Dnepr: Soviet Offensive Operations from December,
1942 10 August, 1943. This volume is the only detailed English
language study covering the Soviet conduct of the second and third
battles for Kharkov. It is priceless for its depth of information and



insights into Soviet command decisions. The maps are of great in-
terest and document the progress of the baitle day by day.

Befehl des Gewissens: Charkow Winter 1943 is another valu-
able source of information. This book consists of the photocopied
pages of the war diary of Armeeabteilung Lanz/Kempf. The records
reproduced in this book are available at the National Archives but it
is simpler to use the book. It also contains transcripts of some SS-
Panzerkorps records and a number of very useful maps reproduced
in color.

Some brief comments about terminology, particularly in re-
gard to the method of designating German armies and divisions,
will be helpful 1o the reader, particularly those have not read exten-
sively about the German Army in World War II. I have chosen 10
utilize German unit designations, in part to easily differentiate Ger-
man formations from Soviet formations. For instance, Russian units
will be described in basic English designations such as the Soviet
151 Guards Army or the 5th Guards Tank Corps. An example of a
German army designation as described above is 4. Panzerarmee.
which in English would be the 4th Panzer Army.

German regiment designations can be potentially confusing
when discussing the named Waffen-SS regiments. Some of the com-
plete names of these regiments are lengthy and somewhat unwieldy.
For clarity and brevity I have chosen 1o describe certain SS regi-
ments in a simpler and abbreviated fashion, which was used by the
Germans also. Some examples are listed below, with the complete
name on the left and the shortened version on the right.

A. SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 3 “Deutschland” = Regiment
“Deutschland”

B. SS- “Totenkopf’-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 3 = SS-
“Totenkopf’-Pz.Gren. Rgt. 3 until February 26, 1943, thereaf-
ter as Regiment “Eicke.”

C. §S-“Totenkopf” Panzergrenadier-Regiment | = Regiment
“Totenkopf™
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D. SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1 “‘Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf
Hitler” = SS-Pz.Gren.- Rgt.1 “LAR"

E. SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 2 “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf
Hitler” = §S-Pz.Gren.-Rgt. 2 "LAH”

F. §§-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 4 “Der Fihrer = Regiment
“Der Fihrer”

I have also chosen 1o describe battalions using the simple Ger-
man method. The Germans assigned battalions of a regiment a Ro-
man numeral, thus the ]st Baualion of SS-Panzergrenadier-Regi-
ment 3 “Deutschland” is identified as 1./Regiment “‘Deuischland.”
Similarly, the Third Battalion of SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 2
“Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler” is described as I11./SS-Pz.Gren.-
Rgt. 2 "LAH.”

One German regiment that is noted above changed its official
designation during the battles for Kharkov. This regiment was a
unit of the “Totenkopf™ division and was named SS-"Totenkopf -
Panzergrenadier-Regiment 3 as of Januvary. 1943. After the death of
“Totenkopf's” division commander. Theodor Eicke, the name of
the regiment was officially changed 1o honor the fallen commander
and became SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 3 “Theodore Eicke.” In
the text I describe the regiment after February 26,1943 as simply
Regiment “Eicke.”

There is one last question of terminology that T would like to
address, although it does not refer to military terms. After my first
book was published, which was entitled “Decision in the Ukraine.”
a number of people informed me that it was improper (o refer (0 the
independent state presently known as Ukraine as ‘the Ukraine.’
However. it needs to be remembered that in the year 1943, this
region was one of the republics of the Soviet Union. Tt 1s perfectly
correct to use the term “the Ukraine” in that context because jt was
not an independent state in 1943. The Ukraine, as I have used the
term. is a geographical description of a region of the former Soviet
Union during World War II.



WAFFEN-SS RANKS AND U.S. ARMY
EQUIVALENT RANKS

Waffen-SS rank U.S. Army rank
Enlisted men

SS-GrenAdIer ..o s Private
SE-ODETSCRULZE ..ottt ittt e et bbb Private First Class
SE-SIMIMANN ..ot e e et s e no precise equivalent
SS-ROUENIUNIET ..o e e e e Corporal

NCOs

SS-UnterscharfONIEr ..ot e e e Sergeant
S8-Seharflhrer ... s Staff Sergeant
SS-Oberscharflhrer ... ..o e e e Technical Sergeant
SS-Hauptscharfuihrer .........ccooooociiii e Master Sergeant
8§-Stabsscharfiihrer ... First Sergeant
SS-SturmScharfuhrer .......ccccoiiiiieets e et Sergeant Major

Junior and Field Grade Officers

SS-UntersturmfUlrer ... ...ccocoiiie i Second Lieutenant
SS-0ObersturmIURTer ........cco oo First Lieutenant
SS-Hauptsturmflnrer .........c.cooee et e e Captain
SS-Sturmbannfihirer ..o Major
SS-Obersturmbannfihrer ... ..o e Lieutenant Colonel
SS-Standartenflilrer ..o, Colonel
SS-ODBErTUNIEr ... et no equivalent U.S. rank
Generals

SS-Brigadefiihrer und Generalmajor der Waffen-SS ...................... Brigadier General
SS-Gruppenfiihrer und Generalleutnant der Waffen-SS................... Major General
SS-Obergruppenfiihrer und General der Waffen-SS ...................... Lieutenant General
SS-Oberstgruppenfithrer und Generaloberst der Waffen-SS ............ General
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LAST VICTORY IN RUSSIA



CRISIS IN SOUTHERN RUSSIA

Stalingrad
On 19 November 1942, the Soviet Southwestern and Stalingrad
Fronts began final preparations before launching Operation “Ura-
nus.” the offensive intended to destroy the German 6. Armee, com-
manded by General der Panzertruppen Friedrich Paulus. The 6.
Armee was fighting for the possession of Stalingrad. an important
industrial city on the Don River and was the strongest German army
in Russia. Due to a lack of sufficient numbers of German divisions,
the German Army was compelled 10 use Rumanian and Hungarian
forces to protect the flanks of Paulus’ army. However, Germany's
Axis allies were greatly inferior to their German counterparts, pri-
marily due to lack of competent leadership at all levels, ineffective
training and poor equipment. The Soviets had targeted the Ruma-
nian troops as the weak links on both of the flanks of Paulus’ army.
The newly created Southwestern Front had been formed from
parts of the combined forces of the former Southeastern/Stalingrad
Fronts and was commanded by Lieutenant General N.F. Vatutin.
The remainder of the old Southeastern Front, reinforced and under
command of Lieutenant General Konstantine Rokossovsky. was
renamed the Stalingrad Front in September of 1942. The South-
western Front occupied the east bank of the Don River, north of
Stalingrad. Near the town of Serafimovich, Vatutin had established
a bridgehead over the Don and positioned a newly arrived armored
force, the Sth Tank Army, in the bridgehead. Vatutin’s main effort
was to be made by the 5th Tank Army, supported by the 21st Army
and the 65th Army. The objective of the front was to attack out of
the bridgehead (o the south and drive to the area west of Stalingrad.
forming the northern pincers of a classic envelopment attack. The
majn blow of Vatutin’s offensive fell on the Rumanjan 3rd Army,
which, in fact, had been dentified as an area of concem by Hitler
himself in early November. However, German intelligence did not
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detect any significant warning signs in the area until it was too late
to do much about it.

South of Stalingrad, across from a sector defended by a mixed
Axis and German formation, designated 4. Panzerarmee, the
Stalingrad Front planned a drive north. The attack was made by the
57th Ammy under command of Lieutenant General El. Tolbukhin
and the 51st Amy led by Lieutenant General N.I. Trufanov. The
Soviets had targeted the Rumanjan 6th Army Corps, defending the
center of the army, as the weak link of 4. Panzerarmee. The two
Soviet armies were to push to the north, join hands with forces of
the Southwestern Front (0 the west of Stalingrad, near the town of
Kalach, thus encircling Paulus’ 6. Armee.

The Stalingrad Front began its offensive on the morning of 20
November. The 57th and 51st Army attacked the 6th Rumanian
Army Corps, defending the center of 4. Panzerarmee. The com-
mander of the army, Colonel General Hermann Hoth, reported that
the Rumanians had succurmbed to ‘an indescribable tank panic.” He
further stated that the Rumanian 6th Corps disintegrated so quickly
that measures designed (o restore the sitvation failed because the
entire first line of defense had completely ceased to exist. Most of
the Rumanian infantry fled, throwing down their weapons and aban-
doning trenches. The Rumanian withdrawal was described by Hoth
as being ‘a fantastic picrure of fleeing remnants.” The collapse of
the center split Hoth’s army into two parts by dawn on 2] Novem-
ber. The German IV. Armeckorps, along with 29. Panzergrenadier-
Division, was forced into the Stalingrad penmeter, while the Ru-
manian 6th and 7th Corps were broken by the Soviet assault and
pushed west and south.

The Southwestern Front’s 5th Tank Army assaulted the 3rd
Rumanian Army in an early moming assault, supported by shells
from 3500 mortars and guns. Under this pounding, morale quickly



faltered in the Rumanian trenches. When the barrage lified and
Soviet infantry charged forward, resistance was not strong in many
sectors of the front. Those Rumanians who did fight were over-
whelmed or forced to withdraw when flanking positions were
quickly overrun. The front line was penetrated at many points and
was completely shattered within hours. The front collapsed so
abruptly that by (300 hours. the 261h and !st Tank Corps of the
Soviet 5th Tank Army were committed and reached their first ob-
jectives easily. By late afternoon. the two tank corps penetrated to a
depth of fifteen to twenty kilometers. Rumanian infantry abandoned
their positions in droves, having become panic stricken when Rus-
sian tanks rolled across the snow covered steppe toward them. The
only Rumanian troops who fought back with determination were
those under the command of General Mihail Lascar.

On the left or eastern flank of the 5th Tank Army, the 21st
Army, under command of Major General I.M. Chistyakov, also
broke through the Rumanian front lines without difficulty. The 4th
Tank Corps and 3rd Guards Cavalry Corps were committed and the
stricken 3rd Rumanian Army collapsed under the weight of Rus-
sian armor.! Only in the sector of the Southwestern Front’s 65¢h
Amy, commanded by Lieutenant General P.I. Batov, did the Rus-
sians meet any determined resistance. In this area, the Soviet infan-
try ran up against German infantry divisions and Batov’s attack
made little progress on the first day of the attack.

On 22 November, clements of the Soviet 26th Tank Corps cap-
tured a bridge over the Don River near Kalach. German troops in
the town held out for another day. but on 23 November, Stalingrad
Front’s 4th Mechanized Corps linked up with the 4th Tank Corps
of the Southwestern Front. On that date, Stalingrad was encircled.
At this point, with the southern sector seemingly ready to collapse,
Hitler called upon a man whom he hoped would be able 10 restore
the situation on the Eastern Front. The man Hitler chose for this
command was Erich von Manstein, an officer that many historians
consider to be the finest German commander of the war.

Manstein had held several different posts during World War |,
including regimental adjutant with the 2nd Guards Reserve Regi-
ment and served in a number of staff positions before the end of the
war. Manstein remained in the Army after the establishment of the
Reichswehr and was promoted to Generalmajor in 1936 when he
took the position of Quartermaster General of the Army. Just be-
fore the invasion of Poland, Manstein was appointed chief of staff
of General Gerd von Rundstedt’s Heeresgruppe Sud. After the war
broke out, the obviously talented officer received a series of rapid

! Earl F. Ziemke and Magda Bauer, Moscow 1o Stalingrad: Decision in the
Easi. U.S. Army Center of Military History. (New York.1988) pg. 472.
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Friedrich Paulus. the conmnander of the German 6. Armee which was encircled and
destroyed by the Sovier Army ar Stalingrad. Paulus was promored 1o
Generalfeldmarschall shorily before the fall of the city. Hirler intended 1hat Pawluy
would choose 1o conumit suicide instead surrendering 10 the Russians. However.
Paulus chose 1o go into captivity with the 91,000 ragged swrvivors of hts anny. Only
five thousand survived Sovier captiviry and returned 10 Germany. years after the end
of World War I1. (Credis National Archives)

promotions, beginning with his appointment to the command of
XXXVIIT. Armeekorps, which he led with distinction during the
campaign in France. His successful command of 11, Armee in the
Crimean fighting led Hitler to give him command of a newly cre-
ated army group, Heeresgruppe Don. in order to halt the advance of
the Russians in the south.

Manstein reached the newly organized Heeregruppe Don Head-
quarters on 27 November. The task which had been given to him
must have seemed nearly impossible. considering the difficult situ-
ation existing in the Stalingrad area by the end of the month. The
Soviet forces arrayed against Manstein's army group were formi-
dable. Vatutin’s Southwesiern Front had eighteen rifle divisions and
three tank corps, with a total of 894 tanks. It was reinforced by two
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cavalry corps. tank and motorized brigades and eighteen artillery
regiments.

Jn contrast, Manstein’s weak army group consisted of the nearly
useless remnants of the 3rd and 4th Rumanian Armies, some Hun-
garian troops and the shattered 4. Panzerarmee. Hoth’s shadow of
an army had been redesignated as Armeegruppe Hoth, reflecting its
lowered combat capabilities. [n fact, Hoth told Heeresgruppe Don
that if the Russians made any significant effort in his area, they
could not help but have the “greatest success.” Fortunately for 4.
Panzerarmee, it was allowed some time 10 recover in the days after
the first, crushing Soviet attacks and Manstein began to organize a
relief mission with the intention of restoring mobility to Paulus’
surrounded army. Manstein had emphatically 10ld Hitler that to
expect anything more from the army group was impossible because
of the limited forces he had at hand. Hitler, having been assured by
Reichsmarschall Hermann Goring that the Luftwaffe could supply

? Ibid. pg. 478.
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the Stalingrad pocket. ordered Paulus’ 6. Armee (0 shorten its front
and prepare to hold the pocket until rescued. Goring insisted that
he could deliver 600 (ons of supplies a day to Stalingrad, a state-
ment that many officers received with incredulity. Those who
doubted the Luftwaffe's ability to tcansport that much tonnage, in-
cluded General der Infanterie Kurt Zeitzler, Hider’s Chief of the
General Staff, Paulus and the corps commanders of 6. Armee as
well.

By 28 November the Soviet grip on Stalingrad had solidified
and an inner ring of Russian divisions was pressing in on the pocket
from all directions. The majority of the divisions of the Southwest,
Don and Stalingrad Fronts became involved in the reduction of the
pockel which contained many more Axis troops than the Soviels
realized. Early Soviet estimates of the number of German soldijers
in the pocket were in the 85,000 1o 95.000 range. In fact, at least
250,000 Axis soldiers were trapped and the Russians slowly began
to appreciate this fact. By the end of the month, ninety-four divi-
sions of the three Soviet fronts were commitied to the battle for

A Sturmgeschiiz I leads an assauli group of German Pioniere (combal engineers) into batle during the Stalingrad fighting. The entire city. along with its civiltan

population. was devastared during the monihs of fighting. (Credir National Archives)
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Stalingrad, while forty-nine divisions were assigned to block Hoth’s
4. Panzerarmee from conducting a rescue mission.

During the last days of November. 4. Panzerarmee prepared (0
conduct an operation designed to open a supply corridor to
Stalingrad, which was code named “Wintergewitter” (winter storm).
The LVII. Panzer-Korps. which had been detached from 17. Armee
in the Caucasus, arrived and assumed command of three divisions.
The strongest of these was 6. Panzer-Division, commanded by Gen-
eral der Panzertruppen Erhard Raus, which was on the way from
France, where it had been resting and refitting. The 1. Panzerarmee
gave LVIL. Panzer-Korps the 23. Panzer-Division, which had sixty-
nine tanks. The division was a veteran unit and experienced in the
rigors of combat on the Eastern Front. Also attached 10 the corps
was |5. Luftwaffefelddivision, which had little combat value, al-
though its complement of 8.8 cm dual purpose guns and both 2em
and 3.7c¢m Flak guns were very valuable in support of both offen-
sive and defensive operations.

Hoth was also given XXXXVI]L. Panzer-Korps, which had only
one panzer division, the excellent |'1. Panzer-Division, led by one
of the outstanding armor commanders of the war, Generalmajor
Hermann Balck. Also attached to the corps was 336. Infanterie-
Division, which was a good quality, though below strength infantry
division. The third division of the corps was another Luftwaffe unit,
7. Luftwaffefelddivision, which was never more than a third rate
formation. Balck’s Panzer division was rested and sufficiently well
equipped for a division that had been in heavy combat for many
months in Russia. It had been in reserve since early October and
had repaired most of its damaged Panzers. However. the real strength
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Two infantrymen of 6. Arimee man a machine gun position. They have dug o foxhole
next 10 a knocked o T-34 1ank, which furnished excellent protection front mortar
and artillery fire. (Credit National Archives)

of the division lay in its experienced personnel and its excellent
command leadership. The regimental and baualion commanders
were experienced and skillful. In Balck’s own words:

We were fortunate that after the hard fighting in the previ-
ous campaigns, all commanders whose nerves could not stand
the test. had been replaced by proven men. There was no com-
mander left who was not absolutely reliable ?

* Sadarananda. Dana V. Beyond Stalmgrad: Manstein and the Operations of
Army Group Don. (New York and London: 1990) pg. 21.

A Gernman machine gun team moves up during the fighting for Stalingrad. The man running in the background carries extra ammunition boxes. Assistani gunnery carried
ammuntiion and at least one extra borrel for the MG-34 and MG-42 machine guns. The barrels overheated with extended use. but could be changed very quickly. Note the
Russian PPSH-41 machine pisto! used by the man on the far left. (Credit National Archives)
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On 2 December, the Soviet Sth Tank Army, commanded by
General P.L. Romanenko, began an attack against the Chir River
area in the Nizhne-Chirskaja sector. Heeresgruppe Don believed
that the Soviet objective was the destruction of the Rumanian forces,
in order (o further isolate the Stalingrad pocket. Actually,
Romanenko had been ordered to destroy XXXXVIIT. Panzer-Korps
and climinate German forces in the Nizhne-Chirskaja bridgehead
on the Chir River. The 5th Tank Army numbered about 70.000 men
and consisted of six rifle divisions, the (st Tank Corps and 216th
Tank Brigade. with a tolal of about 180 tanks and eight artillery
regiments. The army was also reinforced by 1wo cavalry divisions
and additional infantry strength from the Soviet 21st Army.*

The XXXXVIIL Panzer-Korps® 336. Infanterie-Division was
moved up to the Chir River, occupying defensive positions along
the river. The Russtans attacked the German infantry division in
costly frontal attacks. Romanenko sustained such heavy initial losses
that he pulled back to regroup. He brought up additional artillery
and prepared another assault upon 336. Infanterie-Division. Five
days later, the Sth Tank Army again attacked German positions along
the niver and this time made substantial gains. which the Soviets
quickly reinforced with armor, infantry and artillery troops. The
German infantcy could not seal off the many penetrations in its front
and Balck’s 11. Panzer-Division was called upon to clean up the
situation. In a series of well executed counterattacks. the division
eliminated two dangerous Soviet bridgeheads. temporarily block-
ing the Soviet advance and destroyed a great deal of Romanenko’s
armor. After a week of continuous action. Balck succeeded in actu-
ally regaining some lost ground. but the division was exhausted
and went over (o defensive operations.?

Disappointed by the failure of the Sth Tank Army 1o destroy
XXXXVIIL. Panzer-Korps, the Stavka reinforced Romanenko with
a reserve army and attacked once again in the Chir area. [t was
extremely vital for the Germans 1o retain the Chir bridgeheads in
order o utilize the crossings as assembly and jump off points for
the relief artempt operation. Additionally, a Soviet breakout from
the threatened sector could have turned south and endangered the
Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk airfields, from which the Luftwafte
supplied the Stalingrad pocket. Although the 5th Tank Army was
not able (o achieve any great success, it forced the Germans to keep
XXXXVIIL. Panzer-Korps on the Chir River front, where it remained
completely involved in defensive operations. As a result, it was
unable to support the relief operations of LVII. Panzer-Korps, which

4 Glantz. Col. David M. From the Don 10 the Dnepr: Soviet Offensive Opera-
tions - December 1942 - August 1943, (London: 1991 pg. 14-15.

* Manstein. Ecich von. Lost Victories (Chicago: 1958) pg. 325-326 and
Sadarananda. pg. 25-30.

18

Rumanmian General Mikhail Lascar, who won the German Knight s Cross while com-
monder of the Rumanian st Mountamn Brigade on January 18. 1942. He was the
first foreign commander 1o be owarded the Oakleaves to the Knight's Cross, receiv-
ing the decoration on November 22, 1942 for goltamiry whilv commanding the Ru-
manian 6th Infaniry Divicion. (Credit Neavional Archives)

seriously weakened the forces available for Operation “Winter-
gewitter.”

Ac this point in (ime, however, events in the sector defended
by the Ttalian 8th Army forced the Germans 10 abandon the relief
attempt completely. Intelligence information had wamed the Ger-
man command that the Soviets were building up for an offensive in
the 8th Army area. but the exact direction of attack remained un-
known. The Soviet General Staff or Stavka. had assigned General
AM. Vasilevsky 10 supervise the planning and execution of this
operation, The new Soviet offensive, which had been planned by
the Southwestern Front, was originally code named “Operation
Saturn.”

The initial objective of Operation “Satum” was the destruction
of the Ttalian 8th Army, in position opposite the Don and Chir Riv-
ers and Armeeabteilung Hollidt which was arrayed on the Chir River.
Three 1ank corps and six rifle divisions of the 1st Guards Army
were to attack the 8th Army front on the bourndary of the 2nd and
35th Corps and advance southward toward the town of Millerovo
which lay on the important railroad line running from Kamensk, on
the Northern Donets, northward to Kantemirovka and then Rossosh.
This route of attack would pass through the communications zone
of the southemn two thirds of the [tahan army and enter the rear
areas of Armeeabteilung Hollidt. Simultaneously. the 3rd Guards
Army was (o launch a frontal attack upon Ameeabieilung Hollidt
from across the Chir River. The army was made up of five rifle
divisions and a mechanized corps. The first objective of the 3rd
Guards Army attack was also Millerove. Once the two armies linked
up at Millerovo, the second and most important phase of the opera-



tion would begin. After having secured the Rossoch-Kantemirovka-
Millerovo railroad line, thus obtaining a supply lifehine, the four
mobile corps were (o thrust southward. Their objective was the key
city of Rostov. The capture of Rostov would cut off all German
troops east of the city and in the Caucasvs.®

Before the Soviet could launch Operation “Saturn” 4.
Panzerarmee began Operation “Wintergewitter,” which forced the
Soviet command to react by shifting additional forces to meet this
new threat. Vasilevsky decided to use the 2nd Guards Army (o rein-
force the defensive effort against LVIL. Panzer-Korps. The 2nd
Guards Army had been allotted to the Southwestern Front, and its
removal from the available formations represented a significant Joss
of manpower. Due to this change the operation’s objectives were
adjusted 10 conform 1o the reconfiguration of forces available 10
the Southwest Front. Vasilevsky realized that he did not have the
necessary strength to drive all the way to Rostov and accordingly
proposed 10 adjust the attack direction and objectives of the offen-
sive. This new plan. more modest in scope. was known as Opera-
ion “Little Satum.”

The Lst Guards Army was to attack the Italian army from the
same assembly areas as had been assigned to it for “Saturn,” but
change its direction of attack to the southeast, toward the key air-
fields al Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk. The 24th and 25th Tank Corps
objective was to capture the airfields. while the 17th and 18th Tank
Corps were to advance west of this thrust, parallel to the Rossoch-
Kantemirovka-Millerovo railroad. These two tank corps intended
to clear Axis forces from this important lateral rail line and push
southwards until reaching the Northern Donets River between
Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. A successful advance to the river
would position its columns cast of and in the rear of Armeeabteilung
Hollidt, threatening its lines o( supply.

The 3rd Guards Army was directed 10 make a frontal assault
upon Armeeabteilung Hollidt and drive the German/Axis army out
of its positions behind the Chir River. The operational mobile group
of the 3rd Guards Army was the reinforced 1st Mechanized Corps.
After the infantry divisions of the army created a sufficiently deep
penetration, the army intended to use the mechanized corps to pen-
etrate Armeeabteilung Hollidt’s front at a point about sixty kilome-
ters east of Millerovo and then drive towacds Morozovsk. The army
was expecled 10 reach the airfield by the fourth day of the offen-
sive.

The Sth Tank Army was to assault Axis divisions holding the
lower Chir River east of Morozovsk, penetrate Armeeabteilung
Hollidt’s southern flank and suppor the attack upon the airfield.

¢ Glaniz. pg. 13-14.
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Romanenko’s rifle divisions were supported by the Sth Mechanized
Corps and the 8th Cavalry Comps.

On 16 December, 1942, the first phase of Operation *“Little
Satum” was launched against the [talian 8th Army. The northemn-
most corps of the army was the elite Alpine Corps, consisting of
threc divisions. To its south was the 2nd [talian Corps, with two
infantry divisions, reinforced with the very weak 27. Panzer-Divi-
sion and elements of the German 285. Infanterie-Division. Holding
the corps sector adjacent to the 2nd Corps, was the Ttalian 35th
Army Corps. with the ltalian Pasubio Division and the German
298.Infanterie-Division. On the extreme right flank of the army.
XXIX. Armeekorps held the sector that bordered the northern flank
of Armeeabteilung Hollidt.

The 1st Guards, 6th Army and 3rd Guards Army began their
altacks in the moming hours, after a largely ineffective artillery
preparation. Fog and bad weather limited the effectiveness of both
Russian artillery and the planned air support. None of the three
armies were able 10 penetrate into the depth of either the [talian §ih
Army or Ameeabteilung Hollidt. German troops bad reinforced
both of the armies at several poinis and these troops inflicted heavy
casualties on the Soviet infantry. At the end of the first day. the
Soviet attacks had gained very little ground. However the weather
was better on the next day and Soviet artillery and air support was
much improved.

Early in the moming of 17 December, the Southwestern Front
renewed 1ts attacks vpon the ltalian 8th Army and Armeeabteilung
Hollid1. Tanks were detached from the three Soviet tank corps and
assigned to the rifle divisions, in order (0 expedite the breakthrough
phase of the operation. The main bodies of the 17th. 18th and 25th
Tank Corps remained in position (0 exploit the creation of gaps in
the main attack zone, which was located in the Ist Guards Army
sector between Novaja Kalitva and Boguchar. The 24th Tank Corps
remained in close reserve with its 159 tanks. Soviet forward artil-
lery observation was much improved, providing more organized
support for the offensive and this aiding the speed of the advance.

Late in the day. the central section of the Italian 8th Army be-
gan 10 collapse under the pressure of Soviet infantry and armor,
which was aided by essentially unopposed operations of the Rus-
sian air force. By evening, a gap had been opened in the Axis lines
between the towns of Boguchar and Novaja Kalitva which was of
sufficient depth to allow the army to commit its tank corps.

The }7th. 18th and 25th Tank Corps entered the penetration
area and pushed (o the south and southwest. Their advance contin-
ued during the night, with the 17th Tank Corps reaching the
Boguchar River and the 25th Tank Corps actually crossing the river
at a point west of (he town of Boguchar. The 18th Tank Corps.
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Generalfeldimarschall Erich von Manstein, appointed by Hitler 10 command Heeresgruppe Don during the Stalingrad relief opera-
tion He conmanded 11. Armee in 1941 and conducted a brilliant campaign in the Crimea, after which Hitler promoted him 1o the
rank of Field Marshall. Heeresgruppe Don (later Heeresgruppe Sid) initially consisied of Puulus’ 6. Armee, 4. Panzerarmee and
the Rumanian 4th Army. (Credit National Archives)



commanded by Major General B.S. Bakharov, was faced with more
steadfast opposition by the German 298. Infanterie-Division and
slowly pushed 1oward Boguchar from the north. Behind the two
leading armored formations, the 24th Tank Corps, commanded by
Major General V.M. Badanov, followed in echefon.

The Southwestern Front unleashed its tank corps afier it was
clear that a breakthrough of the main defense zone was accom-
plished. The leading tank corps began the exploitation phase of the
offensive and the Soviet armor met little resistance. The deep pen-
etration made by the tank corps cut the ltalian 8th Army in two. The
298. Infanterie-Division maintained its hold on the town of
Boguchar. on the castern flank of the gap and this slowed the ad-
vance of the 18th Tank Corps. Meanwhile the [7th and 251h Tank
Corps, followed by the 24th Tank Corps. plunged southward, crossed
the Boguchar River and pushed further south toward the Millerovo
area.

By mightfall on 18 December, the 25th Tank Corps, commanded
by Major General P.P. Pavlov. was only twenty-five kilometers
northeast of Millerovo. The forward elements of the tank corps ap-
proached the northern edge of the communications zone of
Armeeableilung Hollidi. at a point about thirty kilometers to the
rear of Hollidt’s positions on the Chir River. This advance threat-
ened not only to sever the lines of communications of
Armeeabteilung Hollidt. but presented a potential threat to the air-
fields at Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk. the loss of which meant di-
saster for 6. Armee in Stalingrad. The 294. Infanterie-Division be-
gan (0 bend its defensive front back to the west, in order to block
the advance of the 25th Tank Corps.

On 19 December. the ltalian 8th Army dissolved. opening a
gap from Kantemirovka on the north, to the boundary with
Armeeabteilung Hollidt in the south. Taking advantage of the situ-
ation, Vatutin personally took over the coordination of the advance
at this juncture, directing the 24th and 25th Tank Corps to expedite
their exploitation to the south, toward the airfields. Poluboyarov's
[7th Tank Coms was 10 proceed 10 Millerovo as quickly as pos-
sible. Meanwhile, the 18th Tank Corps had broken through the
German defenses at Boguchar on 17 December. By the moming of
19 December, the forward elements of the corps approached the
town of Meschkov. which was about fifty kilometers north of
Millerovo. A small detachment of newly arrived SS and Police
troops, under command of SS-Standartenfiihrer Hinrich Schuldt,
was driven back 1nto the town on ]9 December. When the Russians
threatened 1o encircle Meschkov, Schuldt pulled back but not quite
in time to escape. The Kampfgruppe was cut in two by a column of
Russian tanks, forcing the two groups of the fragmented column to
withdraw in different directions. The main group, under Schuldt,
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moved away from the Soviet armor. moving (o the east, in the di-
rection of the Bystraja River.

By 19 December the forward detachments of the 25th Tank
Corps, leading the advance of the Soviet armor., had already reached
a point twenty kilometers due east of Millerovo. Pavlov's tanks
continued driving southeast. toward the Bystraja River and on 20
December reached Pervomaiskoje, on the northemn bank of the niver,
above Morozovsk. Badanov’s 24th Tank Corps, on the following
day. passed through the town of Degtevo, which was fifteen kilo-
meters northeast of Millerovo. Both tank corps continued their ad-
vance 10 the southeast, toward Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk, while
the 17th and |8th Tank Corps converged on Millerovo.

In the Armeeabteilung Hollidt sector, the 3rd Guards Army was
able 10 enlarge a number of its penetrations during 19 December
and the Army’s Rumanian infaniry divisions began 1o fold up. On
the northem flank of the army, adjacent to the southern flank of the
Italian 8th Army, the resistance of the I'st Rumanian Corps dimin-
ished rapidly. The resulting gap, after the collapse of the division,
left German 62. Infanterie-Division and the neighboring XVIL
Armee-Korps struggling to try (o limit (the width of the resulting
gap and to protect their suddenly exposed flanks. The northern 1/3
of Armeeabteilung Hollidt. the st Rumanian Corps, abruptly fell
apart as well.

The 62. Infanterie-Division, isolated on both sides by the col-
lapse of the Rumanian divisions on both its flanks, pulled back west
of the Chir River and atlempied 0 establish a stable defensive front.
However, with the 24th and 25th Tank Corps having already dis-
rupted their communications zone, Armeeabieilung Holhdt’s 294.
Infanterie-Division and 22. Panzer-Division withdrew southward
toward the Bystraja River, in order to block the Soviet advance on
the key air fields.

The Creation of Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico

In order 1o plug the gap which resulted from the destruction of the
3th Italian Army. Heeregruppe B was given the HQ of XXX.
Armeekorps, under General der Artillerie Maximilian Fretter-Pico.
The former corps was designated Armeeabteilung Freuer-Pico. al-
though it was not given the support troops normally attached (0 an
army. It initially consisted of the remnants of the headquarters de-
tachments of XXIX. Armeekorps, Gruppe Kreysing (elements of
3. Gebirgs-Division) in Millerovo and Schuldt’s Kampfgruppe of
SS and Police troops. Additional troops included the 304. Infanterie-
Division which was just arriving and large numbers of Italian troops.

7 Lehmann, Rudoll. The Leibstandarte H] (Winnipeg: 1990) pg. 12,
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although many of (he Italians had thrown away their weapons and
were useless. The one first class unit available 1o Fretier-Pico was
Generalmajor Kreysing’s reinforced regimental Kampfgruppe in
Millerovo. Fretter-Pico also took command of various small de-
tachments of Police. SS and rear area troops scattered throvghout
the sector north of Voroshilovgrad. Most of these were in Schuldt’s
ad hoc Kampfgruppe although some of the Police troops had been
forced into Millerovo, when the Russian tanks tore through Schuldt’s
column soulh of Meschkov. Hinrich Schuldt was a competent in-
fantry commander with extensive combat experience in Russia,
having won the Knight's Cross while commanding 4.SS-
“Totenkopf™ Infanterie-Regiment in April of 1942. However, the
makeshift Kampfgruppe he commanded at that point suffered from
lack of training and had not worked together extensively before it
was thrown into battle.

The fact that such an impoverished, under strength
Armeeabteilung was given the responsibility of holding such an
important sector of the Northern Donets region between
Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. te]ls us much about the condition of
the German army in Russia in late 1942, The enormous casualties
that Hitler’s armies had sustained during the first two years of the
war in Russia bad resulted in a disastrous shortage of combat sol-
diers. particularly infantrymen. on the Eastern Front. By late 1942,
the Germans had suffered nearly 1,000.000 permanent losses, most
of them on the Eastern Front.* To be sure, hundreds of thousands of
Rumanian. Hungarran and ltalian troops fought in Russia along side
their German comrades, but most were never more (han 3rd rate
fighting forces in most instances. Finnish troops and a division of
Spanish soldiers gave a much better account of themselves and were
respected by the Germans and Russians alike.

With this motley assortment of troops, Armeeabteilung Fretter-
Pico prepared (o hold the vital sector of the Donets River between
the cities of Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. The only armor avail-
able 10 Fretter-Pico’s makeshift army detachment was a dozen or
so tanks designated as Panzer-Abteilung 138. On 19 December.
Armeeabteilung Frenter-Pico reported by radio to Heeresgruppe B
Headquarters for the first time and received orders to assemble in
Starobelsk. Preparations to establish a permanent radio communi-
cations network were begun and Fretter-Pico received a report on
the sitwation north of the Northern Donets above Voroshilovgrad
and Kamensk. He could not have been enthusiastic about the pres-
ence of three Soviet 1ank corps in the area he was o defend. Al-
ready the 24th and 25th Tank Corps were approaching the impor-

* Ziemke. Earl . From Stulingrad to Berlin® The German Defeat in the East
U.S. Atmy Cenler of Mihtary History, 1968. pg. 213. A pecrmanent loss 15 defined as
those kilied. missing or completely disabled and unable (o return to aclive service in

any capacity.
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A Rumanian machine gun position in the field. The Rumanian troops were generally
poorly led by an tnept, uncaring officer corps and showed little etthusiasm for the
war in Russia. The Rumanians were hampered by an inadequate logistical svstem
and lack of effective anvi-tank guns. When attacked by Russian tanks Rumanian
infamry often succumbed to what Hermann Hoth, the commander of the German 4.
Panzerarmee, characterized as an “indescribable 1ank pontc. {Credit Nanonal Ar-
chives)

tant airfields south of the Bystraja River. The Soviet tank columns
had flowed around several station/depots along the Rossoch-
Kantemirovka-Millerovo railroad. encircling Axis troops at
Gartmaschevka and Chertkovo.

The mission of the newly formed Armeeabteilung was to block
the gap between the southern flank of Heeresgruppe B and the
shambles of the northern wing of Armeeabteilung Hollidt, which
had been created out of the wreckage of the 8th Italian Army. The
staff of the former XXX. Armeekorps, upgraded 1o Armeeabteilung
status in name only, arrived at Dnepropetrovsk on 20 December,
1942. Its first task was to find transpon to Voroshilovgrad. on the
Northern Donets. Almost immediately there were difficulties. pri-
marily due to the inexperience of some of the troops assigned o the
army. The only full strength divisjon in the Armeeabteilung order
of battle was the newly arrived, but unproven 304. Infanterie-Divi-
sion.’

Heeresgruppe B ordered Fretter-Pico to use 304. [nfanierie-
Division to close the gap between Armeeabteilung Hollidt and his
own southeastern flank, in order 10 protect the crossings of the
Northern Donets at Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. German air re-
connaissance spotted a large number of Russian tanks and armored
vehicles in the area west of Millerovo and suspected. quite cor-
rectly, that at least a Soviet tank corps was in the sector. This was
Major General Poluboyarov’s | 7th Tank Corps. which had reached

*NA/T-312, rol) 16 3. 1a KTB Armeeabicilung Freter-Pico, Darsiellung der
Ereignisse, frame 005-0012.



the town of Voloshino on 22 December. Unknown to Fretier-Pico,
a second Soviet tank comps. Major General Bakharov's 18th Tank
Corps, was also approaching east of Millerovo. The 24th and 25th
Tank Corps had already passed through the sector and were east of
Kamensk, approaching the airfields a1 Tatsinskaya and the area north
of Morozovsk.

Temperatures of minus 25 degrees Centigrade froze all roads
solid on the morning of 26 December. Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico
began its defense of the Northern Donets in carnest soon after dawn.
Troops of 304. Infantene-Division occupied positions north of the
nver, be(ween Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. skirmishing with So-
viet troops at several points. East of Kamensk, in the distance, artil-
lery fire could be heard. signaling that the 5th Tank Army was in
combat against the northern wing of Ammecabteilung Hollidt. The
Soviets made slow progress against Hollidt and slowly pushed
westward. toward the Northern Donets River east of Kamensk.
Soviet artillery shelled the Millerovo perimeter, while east of the
town, XX1X. Armeekorps Headquarters and Gruppe Schuldt were
encircled at the town of Krassnojarovka by a tank column of the
24th Tank Corps on its way toward Tatsinskaya.

Hoping to build a solid front north of the Northeyn Donets River,
Hollidt ordered 298. Infanterie-Division to fight its way 1o the sec-
tor northwest of Millerovo and build up a defensive front. How-
ever, the division had been cut into pieces by the attacks of the
Soviet tank corps. It was no longer a coherent formation capable of
any concerted offensive action. The dispersed fragments of the di-
vision stumbled westward, dodging Russian tank columns and ha-
rassed by Soviet aircrafl. The men were often without supplies or
food and were prnimarily driven by the desire 1o reach safety. Some
reached Millerovo. Chertkovo or Gartmashevka, only to be trapped
when the Russians encircled each of these towns. Those less fortu-
nate were cornered and gunned down by the advancing Russians or
taken prisoner and sent marching eastward. Small groups of deter-
mined survivors conuinued to trek westward, through snow and ice
for days afterward. eventually reaching safety if they successfully
evaded the Russians,

One column of the division reached the town of Chertkovo
and these men were trapped when the Soviet 41s( Rifle Division
encircled the town. There were large numbers of Ttalians and Ru-
manians in the town, but they were generally of little combat worth.
Many did not even have weapons. Help was on the way however.
as 19. Panzer-Division had been ordered 10 assemble west of
Chertkovo, cross the Derkul river and break the siege of Chertkovo.
Another assortment of Axis troops remained trapped at
Garimaschevka. a large railroad station north of Chertkovo, on the
Kamensk-Millerovo-Kantemirovka rail line.

Chapter One: Crisis i Southern Russia

During the pericd of 25-30 December, fighting intensified in
the Northern Donets area between Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk
and remained very heavy in the Tatsinskaja-Morozovsk sector. The
XXIX. Armeekorps HQ group and Gruppe Schuldt withdrew from
Krassnojarovka, in the direclion of Skassyrskaja. on the Bysiraja
River. Elements of Armeeabteilung Hollidt's 306. Infanterie-Divi-
sion. reinforced by a Lufiwaffe division. moved up 10 the southern
bank of the river and auempted to prevent the 24th and 25th Tank
Corps from crossing the Bystraja River. However. on the night of
24-25 December. the 24th Tank Corps, minus its 24th Motorized
Rifle Brigade. which was bringing up the rear, crossed the Bystraja
west of Skassyrskaja and pushed to the south. toward Tatsinskaya.
Arriving north of the arfield before dawn, Badanov split his force
into separate columns and surprised the small Gerinan detachments
guarding the airfield and town.'®

Afier opening the attack on the German positions with a bar-
rage of rocket fire. Badanov launched concentric attacks on the
German positions and quickly captured the town and its airfield.
Unfortunatcly for the Soviets, they had nearly expended their sup-
ply of fuel which limited the mobility of Badanov's tanks and ham-
pered all of his further operations at Tatsinskaya. Although some
attempts were made by the Russians 1o dehiver fuel and ammuni-
tion by airdrop, these were inadequate and Badanov had little choice
but (o dig in and awail reinforcements. A portion of the 24th Motor-
ized [nfantry Brigade fought its way into the town on 26 Decem-
ber, but brought little additional fuel or ammunition.

By 27 December. elements of 306. Infantene-Division and 6.
Panzer-Division began to close in on Badanov’s now encircled corps.
blocking the roads leading to the airfield and Tatsinskaya itself.
With a ring of German forces closing in on his stranded tank corps.
Badanov radioed for assistance. Not wanting 10 los¢ Badanov’s
corps. Vauwtin ordered the 25th Tank Corps and the Ist Guards
Mechanized Corps to fight thejr way to Tatsinskaya and rescue
Badanov's beleaguered tank corps."

The two Soviel corps reached the northern bank of the Bystraja
and advanced toward Morozovsk. but by 27-28 December. units of
[]. Panzer-Division had joined the battle north of Morozovsk.,
strengthening the German forces secking to block the 3rd Guards
Army from reaching Badanov. Additional German annor followed
soon alter, with 48 tanks of 6. Panzer-Division’s Panzer-Regiment
11, reaching assembly positions east of Tatsinskaya on the follow-
ing day. Gruppe Unrein. consisting of Panzergrenadier-Regiment
4. reinforced by a batalion of assault guns and artillery, had al-

"W Glantz. pg. 6S.
' Ibid. pg. 67-69
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ready reached the Tatsinskaja area and had blocked the road lead-
ing in the town from Skassyrskaja. A second group of the division,
Gruppe Hiinersdorft, named for the commander of the panzer regi-
ment, remained in positons north of Morozovsk.

On 26 December. 6. Panzer-Division assaulted Badanov's po-
sitions, reinforced by infantry of 306. Infanterie-Division, but the
hard fighting Russian tankers inflicted heavy losses on the Ger-
mans and stubbornly maintained their hold on the airfield and town.
By the end of the fighting on 27 December, Badanov's ammunition
was nearly exhausted and it was not certain if he would be resup-
plied. The fighting continued on the next day. with the Germans
finatly pushing Badanov’s tankers out of the town, after suffering
heavy losses to the Panzergrenadier companies. One batalion of
Panzergrenadier-Regiment 4 had only eighty men still in action by
nightfall of 29 December. The remnants of Badanov’s corps fought
its way out of Tatsinskaya and joined the main body of the 24th
Motorized Rifle Brigade. although much of the heavy equipment
and armor had o be left behind. The records of 6. Panzer-Division
state that thirty-four Russian tanks were destroyed or captured.
Badanov was not able to fight his way back across the river and
occupied a defensive position in a wooded area north of
Tatsinskaya."

Meanwhile. the [4th Guards Rifle Corps of the 3rd Guards
Armmy. tried to force its way across the Bystraja River northwest of
Morozovsk and join forces with the 25th Taok Corps and 1st Guards
Mechanized Corps. Assaull groups of the Soviet 203rd and 266th
Rifle Divisions succeeded in reaching the southern bank of the river
near Skassyrskaja and eslablished a series of shallow bridgeheads.
However, the Soviet rifle regiments had endured substantial losses
during the hard fighting of the last weeks and were running short of
ammaunition and food as well. Gruppe Hiinersdorff, reinforced by
Panzergrenadiers of 23. Panzer-Division, assembled during the night
of 27-28 December and launched an attack on the Soviet bridge-
heads at dawn on 28 December.

Hinersdorff himself directed the battle from a command tank.
leading ten tanks of Panzer-Regiment | | in a violent assault which
destroyed four Soviet tanks. captured twenty prisoners and counted
a (otal of 250 Russian dead. Throughout the day 6. and 11. Panzer-
Divisions conducted mop up operations, which continued through
New Years Eve. 1942. During the next several days. several Rus-
sian attacks were launched from the Uryupin area. in futile attempts
to reach the airficlds. The two Panzer divisions and the infantry of
306. Infanterie-Division, counter-attacked the remaining Soviet
forces between the Bys(raja and Morozovsk. The Soviets withdrew

' Paul, Wollgang. Brennpunkte-Ote Geschichte der 6. Panzer-Division
(Osnabnick: 1993) pg. 280-281.
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Hinrich Schiddt. shown here as an $S-Standartenfiihrer. won the Knight's Cross
while commanding 4 §S-"Torenkopf™ Infanterie-Regiment in April of 1942, Schnddi
served in the German Navy for su years before he volunieered for ” Letbstandarie-
SS-Adolf Huler™ 1 1933. He took command of an asvortment of §S and Police
troops subordinaied to Armevabieilung Freiter-Pico and led this formation during
the defense of the Northern Donets m the Millerovo-Voroshilovgrad sector. (The
author's collection)

from the town along roads leading 10 the north, trying to reach and
cross the Bystraja River. Uryupin was to be occupied by troops of
8. Lufiwaffefelddivision. However, through a misunderstanding
regarding its mission, the Lufiwaftfe troops did not hold the town as
ordered and the Russians promptly moved back into Uryupin.”
By | January, the last remaining tanks of the 24th Tank Corps
ran out of fuel and were immobile. In addition. the tankers were

1 [bid, pg. 282-283.



down to their last rounds of ammunition. Badanov’'s men aban-
doned their tanks and heavy weapons and attempted to make their
way north by foot. trying to reach the Soviet lines north of
Morozovsk. The 25th Tank Corps and 1st Guards Mechanized Cormps,
which had less than fifty tanks between them on 29 December, were
burnt out during the battles to reach Badanov and Morozovsk. The
declining sirength of the two corps and the heavy losses of the deci-
mated rifle divisions doomed any breakthrough operations to fail-
ure after German armor amived in the Bystraja River sector. [n the
meantime. the fighting at Millerovo grew in intensity after the [ 7th
and 18th Tank Corps assembled north and east of the town."

The Battle for Millerovo

The first Soviet assaults on Millerovo began on 26 December. Dur-
ing this penod, Kreysing’s men benefited from supporl by the
Luftwaffe. which remained active in the Northern Donets arca.
Unfortunately for the Germans. the Soviet air force was in opera-
tion also. A Russian bomber dropped a stick of bombs inside the
perimeter and scored a direct hit on a large ammunitjion bunker.
which detonated with a deafening blast heard many miles away.

Soviel attacks against Millerovo escalated during the last days
of December. but the defenders held their perimeter, while inflict-
ing heavy casualties upon the Russians. The OKH, in response to
the situations then developing at Tatsinskaya and Uryupin, ordered
Fretter-Pico to cul the supply lines of the 24th and 25th Tank Corps.
which passed through the Kalitva River Valley. with an attack by
304. [nfanterie-Division. The division slowly gol its regiments on
line south and southeast of Millerovo and began its advance toward
the Kalitva. However initial reponts were suspiciously vague and
confusing as to the progress of the attack and the exact location of
the attack groups. Subsequent aerial reconnaissance revealed that
the division had not reached any of its objectives and at some points
was halied afier contacting very weak Russian defenses. When coun-
terattacked. the inexperienced German troops had immediately
stopped their advance and gone over (0 the defensive. Later inves-
tigations revealed that a number of officers completely lost control
of their units and some of the troops. lacking strong leadership. had
panicked in their first action.

The next day, the division again (ried (0 occupy and block the
Kaljtva but Soviet counterattacks drove back one regiment and com-
pletely halied the advance of another. One battalion of 575. Grena-
dier-Regiment managed (o hold its positions on a hill near (he town
of Jekaterinovka. There were other setbacks as well. While Fretter-

" Glantz, pg. 72-73.
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Pico was engaged in attacking east of Millerovo, a strong Russian
assault on Donskoj nearly crushed the German garrison and cap-
tured the town. Only by mounting a desperate. last diich counterat-
tack were the defenders able to tumn back the Soviet attack. Unfor-
twnately for the small force, its commander, Oberst von der Lancken.
was killed in the action.

The 304. Infanterie-Division continued 1o experience diflicul-
ties during the fighting on the next day. A Soviet counterattack broke
through a regimental perimeter and a small attack group approached
the division's artillery positions around the town of Antonovka. The
regimental commander became distraught and requested thal he be
allowed to withdraw his men.

[t became clear (0 Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico that due 1o its
command deficiencies and lack of experience, the division was
unable to clear up the penetration at Antonovka with the forces on
hand. Gruppe Schuldl. which had been reinforced with additional
Flak batteries and infantry guns. as well as a Police mortar delach-
ment, was ordered (o provide armored support to the division.

On 30 December, the division seemed at first to be getting over
i1s jitters and was reported that it was able to retake some ground
southeast of Millerovo. Other elements of the division established
contact with reconnaissance (roops of Armeeabiteilung Hollid( far-
ther 10 the southeast. However, subsequent reports regarding the
position of its regiments were once again vague and later in the
day, communications ceased altogether. Only reports from German
air reconnaissance provided the vital information about the true
progress of the division’s attack.

The left regiment of the division had gained no ground at all
and in the center, the attack remained stalled near the town of Golovo
Kalitwenskoje. which had been reached on the previous day. One
battalion of Grenadier-Regiment 574 was attacked by a Soviet bat-
talion and dniven off a hilltop defensive position, although another
of its battalions was able to hold its ground. Fretter-Pico decided to
send a Panzer company from Panzer-Abteilung 138 in order 10 pro-
vide armor support to the inexperienced infantry. However, the or-
der was countermanded at 1045 hours by a new order which di-
recled the company to rejoin the battalion. in order to attack Soviet
tanks and motorized infantry which had surrounded the German
garrison of Grekovo-Petrovsky. a small town on the railroad line
south of Millerovo. Fretier-Pico ordered a battalion of 304.
Infanterie-Division to furnish infantry support to Panzer-Abteilung
138 for the attack.

The town of Grekovo-Petrovsky itself and its small German
garrison remained surrounded and isolated, but the attack drove the
main body of the Soviet force away from a section of the vital rail-
road south of Millerovo. The German troops in Grekovo-Petrovsky
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remained encircled until the night of 1-2 January. Under cover of
darkness, the garrison. carrying their wounded, broke through the
Russijan lines and reached safety.'

On 31 December. 19. Panzer-Division had reached the town of
Streltiskovo on the Kamyschnaja River, which was about twenty
kilometers northwes( of Millerovo. The division planned to strike
eastward from Streltskovo and reach the area just west of Millerovo,
cutting the lines of communication of the 1 7th Tank Corps forces at
Voloshino. Gruppe von der Lancken, which had been placed under
command of a new officer since von der Lancken's death, was 10
conduct an attack supporting the division. The new commander
assigned to the Kampfgruppe at Donskoj, Oberst Nagel, was in
Kamensk and could not join his new command immediately. In his
absence. the Armeeabieilung sent orders to the garmison, directing
it to support the attack of 19. Panzer-Division on 1 January, 1943.

Panzer-Abtejlung 138 assembled in the town of Tarasovka,
which was located on the Millerovo-Kamensk railroad. south of
Millerovo and ordered to clear up the dangerous situation along the
railroad. It was 1o be supported by a battalion of infantry from 304.
Infanterie-Division, which had been provided with a number of
trucks (o give it adequate mobilily. The moming of 1 January, 1943
brought rencwed fighting throughout the Armeeabteilung sector.
Panzer-Abteilung 138 reached Tarasovka and launched its attack
on the Russian forces in the Grekovo-Petrovsky area. Supported by
11./Grenadier-Regiment 573, the Panzer baualion was able to drive
Russian troops off two hills east of Tarasovka and retake a small
village nearby. One Russian tank was knocked out and two anti-
tank guns were captured. The attack made good progress and ap-
proached a main road, which left Millerovo’s eastern edge and en-
tered the Kalitva River valley, '

During the next several days Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico re-
mained concerned with other situations along its tenuously held
front. The 304. Infanterie-Division’s poor performance also con-
tinued 1o be worrisome. Throughout the next several days, the Rus-
sians tried to cut the last supply routes entering Millerovo from the
south with strong attacks made by the 197th Rifle Division against
elements of Grenadier-Regiment 575, which held positions along
the Millerovo-Kamensk railroad. German radio intercepts revealed
that the 197th Rifle Division was in radio contact with a newly
arrived Soviet tank corps which was )dentified as the 23rd Tank
Corps. By 5 Janvary, Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico speculated that
the east flank of the Armeeabieilung, held by 304. Infanterie-Divi-
sion would probably be attacked in conjunction with attacks upon

S NA/T-312 roll 1613, 1a KTB, Darsicllung der Ercignisse. Armeeableilung
Freter-Pico. Frame 00067
' ibid rame 00082,

An SdKfz 10 hight half irack with a 2cm Flak gun mounied behind the driver. Mobile
Flak guns. in addinion 10 Sturpgeschiitz I1ls. were utilized by rhe garrison encircled
in Millerovo. SS and Police 1roops separated from Hinrich Schuldi's Kampfgruppe
were combined with the Flak gun velncles and a battery of Sturmgeschiirze 10 form
Kreysing's mobile reserve during the fighting for Millerovo. (Credir Nuttonal Ar-
chives)

Millerovo. 1t was decided that Gruppe Schuldt would be reinforced
with the motorized battalion from 304. Infanterie-Division. Panzer-
Abteilung 138 and additional Flak and mortar detachments. in or-
der 10 counterattack the expected Soviet attack or to conduct mo-
bile reconnaissance missions as needed. On 6 January, 7. Panzer-
Division arrived south of the gap between Armeeabteilung Hollidt
and Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico. This positive note was countered
when German intelligence confirmed the arrival of the entire So-
viet 23rd Tank Corps, with at Jeast 70 tanks. The information was
interpreted by Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico as a sign that the ex-
pected Russian attacks would not be long in coming.

This suspicion proved correct, for on 9 Januvary, the northeast
flank of the Armeeabteilung was attacked along the entire front of
304. Infanterie-Division, The Russians also thrust at the Millerovo-
Kamensk railroad. attacking the rail line at the rail station at Staraja
Staniza. which was just south of Millerovo's southern edge. Sur-
prisingly. the division held its defensive positions in the center of
the line, near the towns of Chorssijevo and Ssidoro. [n the moming
the Millerovo perimeter had been assavlied by company strength
attacks at isolated points, but by the alternoon the attacks had grown
to battalion strength at numerous points along the perimeter.
Armmeeabtellung Eretter-Pico responded with its only mobile reserve,
Schuld(’s collection of SS and Police infantry and Luftwaffe Flak
detachments.V

Gruppe Schuldt, supported by ane company of tanks, carried
out its first real combined forces attack from near the town of Staraja

" NA/T-312. roll 1613. DarsteMung der Ercignissc. Armecabteilung Freuer-
Pico. frame 000129-000133.



Staniza. German ground altack planes and Stukas supported the
attack. strafing and bombing in support of the attack. although ad-
equale artillery support was lacking. In spile of command and or-
ganizational difficulties. Kampfgruppe Schuldt cleared Russian
troops out of several villages along the railroad and made good
progress. The cannon firc from the German tanks and Flak guns
quickly disheartened the Russian infantry who uncharacieristically
abandoned their defensive positions and fell back quickly before
the advance of the Kampfgruppe. However, German infantry casu-
alties were heavy, probably due as much to the lack of anillery as
the level of combat training of Schuldt's troops.

After the day's fighting, Schuldt reported to Armeeabteilung
Fretter-Pico that his mobile force had many deficiencies. in par-
ticular mentioning the Police (roops who softered from insufficient
tactical training and lack of combat experience. He requested that
an SS company encircled in Millerovo be pulled out and assigned
to his Kampfgruppe. Schuldt stated that a further attack was not
justified, given the problems and losses encountered during the
moming’s operation. Fretter-Pico agreed, despite the difticull ¢ir-
cumstances of the Armeeabteilung and proposed that Schuldt be
allowed to have four to five days of additional training time. He
also decided Lo pull out the SS company that remained in Millerovo
and reunite the company with it's parent unit. This did not occur
however, as Kreysing refused to give up the S§ detachment, which
was his only mobile reserve.

At the end of five days. Gruppe Schuldt was (o be ready for
further commitment. which the Armeeabieilung stated would prob-
ably be a reconnaissance thrust conducted on the right or eastern
flank of the front. in the Scharapajevka sector. On 10 January fight-
ing remained heavy in the sector of 304. Infanterie-Division. par-
ticularly near Scharpajevka and in the center, in the Jeketerinovka-
Antonovka-Gorny area. A Soviet attack column consisting of six
tanks and thirty other vehicles broke through the center of the
division’s front north of the exposed battalion in Gomy and ad-
vanced in the direction of the village of Kumo Lipovka. A second
Jarge Soviet breakthrough occurred on the right flank of the divi-
sion and it appeared that the Russians were irying to envelop the
center of the front held by 304. Infanterie-Division and destroy the
baualion in Gorny. Gruppe Schuldt, in spite of the difficulties of
the previous day, was instructed to prepare to conduct a reconnais-
sance in force towards Kumno Lipovka.

The Soviel attacks against the Millerovo perimeter remained
heavy and a local breakthrough was achieved by Russian infantry
on the northeast section of the perimeter. The penetration was sealed
oft and eliminated by counterattacks by the 8S company and a hand-
ful of assault guns. All other attacks were turmed back by artillery
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barrages and machine gun fire. As Kreysing was under continuous
attack and heavy pressure, Fretter-Pico allowed the detached com-
pany of SS men 1o remain in Millerovo. During the course of the
day. the main effort of (he Soviets was determined 10 be in the Kumo
Lipovka-Antonovka area.

That night. Schuldt’s Kampfgruppe assembled east of
Tarasovka. in the village of Rossosh, At dawn it began its anack.
driving eastward toward the neighboring village of Matvejevka,
which was occupied by Soviet troops. The batalion of Army Grena-
diers and the SS infantry advanced behind a handful of German
tanks. while 2cm and 3.7c¢m Flak guns shelled Russian defensive
positions. The determined attack drove the Soviet troops out of the
village and forced them to withdraw several kilometers to the east.
After mopping up the last remnants of Soviet resistance, Schuldt's
battle group assaulted and captured a hill a short distance east ol
the village. where Russian infantry had taken up hasty positions
after being forced out of Matvejevka. However, after the assault
and capture of the hill. the attack ran out of steaun.

The Kampfgruppe’s successes were won al a heavy cost, again
attributable to the inadequate level of training of the Police troops
and poor performance by [[./Gren. Rgl. 575. Schuldt reporied that
the Army battalion lost half of its men in the assault. Several tanks
of Panzer-Abteilung 138 were knocked out as well. Josses that the
Germans could nol afford. Disturbed by the casualties and tank
losses, Fretter-Pico realized that to commit Schuldl’'s Kampfgruppe
o continuous counteraltacks would result in the destruction of the
only mobile force he had at hand. Since he expected the most dan-
gerous situation likely to occur on the eastern flank of the
Armeeabtejlung front, Fretter-Pico decided to send Gruppe Schuldt
to where it could maneuver against a Soviet breakthrough on that
vulnerable flank. [t was hoped that the Kampfgruppe could recover
and conduct additional training, while remaining available 1o cover
the gap between the right flank of Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico and
Armeeabteilung Hollidt's northern flank.®

On 12 January. thirty to forty Soviet tanks were reported ap-
proaching the gap on Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico’s southem flank,
near the town of Djadin. Gruppe Schuldt was ordered (0 block the
advance of any Soviel mobile group that broke through the gap. By
the afternoon of that day Schuldt's Kampfgruppe arrived in the area
of Novy Jerochin, which was about ten kilometers east of Kamensk,
on the Kalitvenez River. Fortunately for the Germans. the Russians
were largely inactive in this sector for a time and for the most pan,
the realignment proceeded according to plan and without serious

" NAST-312 rol) 1613- 1a KTB. Darstellung der Ereignisse Armecabteilung
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interruption. However, this short period of quiet proved only 10 be
the calm before the storm when the Russians burst out of the gap
south of Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico's right (southeastern) flank,
driving toward Kamensk and the Donets crossings. In the path of
the Soviet armor was Gruppe Schuldt at Novy Jerochin and a hast-
1ly organized detachment of German troops near Kamensk.

Early on the morning of 14 January. a Soviet armored force of
approximately forty tanks advanced toward Novy Jerochin, while
a total of fifty other tanks were reported at the nearby town of
Orechkova. These tanks belonged to the 26th and 99th Tank Bri-
gades of the 2nd Tank Corps. which had come out of Stavka re-
serve in late December and joined the 3rd Guards Army in early
January. Gruppe Schuldt was quickly overwhelmed by the Soviet
tank attacks. Within a short time, the German defenses folded up
and the Russian tank column continued west. without suffering sig-
nificant losses. Most of the surviving members of Gruppe Schuldt
made their way out of the battle area and headed south toward
Kamensk.

Led by the armor of the 261h Brigade. the 2nd Tank Corps
completely broke through the weak German defenses and contin-
ued on a westward course roughly parallel 1o the Donets. In a short
time the rampaging Soviet tank columns reached a point approxi-
mately fifieen kilometers north of Kamensk, completely severing
the southern flank of 304. Infanterie-Division from contact with
German forces in Kamensk. At the same time, attacks began in the
Donskoj area. which were quickly recognized as an attempt to en-
circle the strong point. Apprised of these developments,
Heeresgruppe B ordered each of the strong points to be held, strictly
forbidding any withdrawals."”

The main body of the 2nd Tank Corps continued west, cutting
the Millerovo-Kamensk railroad line. A smaller Soviet detachment,
consisting of about a dozen tanks with infantry riding on the tank
decks. lunged south toward Kamensk. This lightning quick thrust
arrived a1 the northern edge of the town and took the Germans by
surprise. Before the defenders could react, the T-34s raced into the
center of the town. The Soviets were altempting to reach the main
bridge over the Donets, which was defended by heavy Flak batter-
ies, a few anti-tank guns and German Pioniere troops. However.
the German troops at the bridge had been alerted by the time the T-
34s careened into sight and the gun crews were at their weapons
and ready for action. Eight T-34s were hit by 88s or German anti-
tank guns and were put out of action, forcing the Soviet infantry to
scramble off the tanks and try to rush the bridge. Heavy fire from
the 2cm Flak guns and MG-42s pinned down the surviving Russian

' NA/T-312. roll 1613- 1a KTB. Darstellung der Ereignisse Armecabteilung
Fretter-Pico. Frame 0001835,
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infantry. Immediately the Germans launched counterattacks on the
remaining Russian troops, which forced them to withdraw.®

By the later hours of the morning, German air reconnaissance
discovered that the 26th Tank Brigade. after reaching the Millerovo-
Kamensk railroad, had also tumed south. towards Kamensk and
the Donets. In the wake of the tank brigade followed a 200 vehicle
column of motorized infantry, towed guns and truck mounted rocket
artillery. This force assembled along the railroad north of Kamensk
during the course of the day. after the failure (o seize the bridge by
surprise attack. It was obvious that a strong attack upon Kamensk
could be expected within a short time and Fretter-Pico informed
Heeresgruppe B that he had no counterattack force available. The
armor and main body of 7. Panzer-Division, en route from
Heeresgruppe Don’s Armeeabteilung Hollidt, was siill twenty kilo-
meters southeast of Kamensk and not immediately available to pro-
vide the mobility and firepower to oppose the Russian advance.
Fretter-Pico transmitted a message to Heeresgruppe Don also. re-
questing Panzergrenadier troops. anti-tank guns and assaujt gun
detachments. In response, the army group notified Fretter-Pico that
7. Panzer-Division would be placed at the disposal of the
Armeeabteilung and would take up positions south of the river and
west of Kamensk. The 302. Infanterie-Division was also assigned
to the army, but its main elements were still in transit and only part
of a Pioniere company of the division had actually arrived in
Kamensk.

Gruppe Kreysing and 304. Infanterie-Division found them-
selves i danger of being entirely cut off when their supply lines
leading to the Northern Donets were severed by the Soviet attack.
Due to the swiftness of the advance and the overwhelming strength
of the Soviet force, Fretter-Pico 1ssued orders for Kreysing to aban-
don Mhillerovo and conduct a fighting withdrawal to the west. Ger-
man and Italian garmisons at Cherikovo and Gartmaschevka were
also instructed to break out and atiempt to make their escape.”

The 304. Infanterie-Division was ordered to swing its right flank
back and link up with Kreysing, in order to attack the remaining
Soviet forces in the Glubokij area, all the while conducting a phased
wijthdrawal. This was a complicated maneuver for even an experi-
enced combat division. much less a mediocre unit encumbered with
wounded and accompanied by its rear area and supply troops. Later

* Ibid. Frame 000185-186.

‘! Led by a handful of tanks and assault guns, German wroops. supported by a
tew stil) combat capable Italian Blackshirt troops, broke out of their encirclements
on 15-16 January. Stukas and other Geyrman ground attack planes conducted re-
peated attacks on Soviel strong points blocking the advance of the attacks. The
desperate columns were able 1o punch ihrough Russian lincs and the survivors of
both garrisons evenlually reached safety, alter incredible suffering and unimagin-
able hardships. A grim account of the escape (rom Chertkovo. and the breakout
from Gartmaschevka, is available in the book Few Returned. an account written by
an ltalian officer who took part in the breakout.



Chapter One: Crisis in Southern Russia

Two defensive positions on the perimeier of the 1own of Millerovo. The only firsi class troops belonging (o Armeeabterlung Fretter-Pico was the baatle growp of 3. Gebirgs-
Diviston, commanded by Generulmajor Hans Kreysing. In December of 1942, the 1ough mountain 1r0ps defended the key iown of Millerovo against two Russian 1anky
corps. Kreysing only abandoned the devasiated town when 1 was encircled and cut off from contact with ihe rest of Armeeabieilung Fretter-Pico. {Credu National
Archives)

in the day, the division was ordered (o pull back to the river. Gruppe
Kreysing was directed to fight its way to freedom, carrying its
wounded and whatever heavy weapons could be moved. After break-
ing out of Millerovo. Kreysing intended to fight his way 1o Donskoj
and link up with the troops there. The Donskoj garrison still had a
handful of operational assault guns and tanks, which were invalu-
able for spearheading the withdrawal to the Donets.

Gruppe Schuldt remained out of radio contact wijth the
Armeeabteilung for most of the day, while its remnants struggled
into Kamensk throughout the night and following moming. [t was
ordered to reinforce Gruppe Baer, the Kampfgruppe defending
Kamensk and both of these detachments were subordinated to
XXXXVIII. Panzer-Korps on the following day. Armeeabteilung
Fretter-Pico itself became part of Manstein’s Heeresgruppe Don on
16 January, 1943. Fretter-Pico promptly reported his most serious
immediate shortage. which was a lack of anti-tank capability.
Heeresgruppe Don provided immediate help, assigning 7. Panzer-
Division a major portion of the right flank of the Armeeabteilung.
The XXXXVIIL. Panzer-Korps took over defense of the Kamensk
sector and was reinforced with newly amrived elements of 302.
Infanterie-Division.

Over the next several days, Gruppe Kreysing and the Donskoj
garmison conducted a grueling retreat (o the southwest, toward the
Derkul River, which it was ordered to hold. About ten kilometers
due north of Voroshilovgrad, the Northern Donets formed a roughly
triangular shaped bend approximately twelve kilometers in breadth
at its base. Voroshilovgrad lay approximately ten kilometers south
of the point of the triangle. The Derkul River intersected with the

Donets River about fifteen kilometers east of this bend. flowing
into the larger river from the north. Gruppe Kreysing was under
attacks on both flanks and was bardened with a growing number of
casualties. The wounded endured sub-zero temperatures during
harsh nights spentin the open steppe and suffered from frostbite.

The fighting and constant retreat took its 1oll and Kreysing made
it clear that his exhausted men could not bold a line on the Derkul
River for long if attacked in strength. He stated that a continvation
of the retreat to the Derkul, over open ground, in the dead of winter,
would only result in additional casualiies and further erode the fight-
ing strength of the unit. The river “line” itself had no prepared po-
sitions and under these circumstances, the Ameeableilung subse-
quently realized that the exhausted troops of Gruppe Kreysing would
be unlikely to be able to hold the Derkul River line for any length
of time. Kreysing was therefore ordered (o turn south. cross the
Donets and occupy a sector of the triangular river bend north of
Voroshilovgrad. On the following day. after an uneventful cross-
ing. Kreysing's rear guard reached the southern bank the Donets
River without any contact with Russian troops. A few artillery shells
struck along the march route but the previous active and close pur-
suit was abandoned by the Soviet tank corps.

The 304. Infantene-Division suffered to a lesser extent, be-
cause the Russians did not maintain close contact with the division
during much of the retreat. The main Soviet forces turned south
towards Kamensk or drove further west. advancing upon
Voroshilovgrad. When the division withdrew southward, its route
of withdrawal was west of the attacks on Kamensk and passed south
of the main Soviet columns driving to the west. The only contacts
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were made by Russian reconnaissance detachments, which harassed
the division as it made its way slowly toward the river. By 18 Janu-
ary. the bulk of 304. Infanterie-Division crossed the Donets, only
lightly pressured by the Russians.

Armeeabteilung Fretier-Pico attempted 10 pull its scattered el-
ements (ogether and build up a defensive line along the Donets.
Gruppe Schuldt, along with weak detachmems of 7. Panzer-Divi-
sion, assembled east of Voroshilovgrad, at the town of Novo
Ssweltlovka. It was soon to be reinforced by a high quality SS bat-
talion. In light of the seriousness of the sitvation, earlier in Janvary.
the OKH had ordered the SS-Generalkommando to send other SS
troops 1o Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico. in order to reinforce Gruppe
Schuldt.

Accordingly, the SS command dispatched I./Regiment “Der
Fiihrer,” reinforced with a platoon of Pionicre troops of 16. /“Der
Fiihrer,” two batteries of [Ocm howitzers and a Flak battery. This
welcome reinforcement arrived in Voroshilovgrad on 22 January.
By the next day. the reinforced battalion occupied defensive posi-
tion west of the city, between the villages of Alexandrovka and
Sabovka. The commander of the battalion was SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer
Hans Opificius. Due 10 the mdustrious efforts of the SS officers,
the baualion grew to nearly regimental strength during the next
few days, incorporating various volunteers and small units. On 28
January. 1943 Schuldl took over command of the entire odd assort-
ment of (roops, which included the remnants of his SS and Police
roops and Panzer-Abteilung 138. His combat group occupied a
section of the penmeter around the town of Voroshilovgrad.#

The Soviet 6th Guards Rifle Corps. made up of the 44th, 38th
and 58th Guards Rifle Divisions. advanced upon Voroshilovgrad.
A group of Soviel armor. consisting of forty to fifty tanks was de-
tected by a German pilot south of the Donets. The Russian armor
was near the villages of Makarov Jar and Krushilovka. which were
just east of Voroshilovgrad. That area of the front was held by the
ltalian Division “Ravenna.” and Frener-Pico knew that a Soviet
tank attack on that hapless division could be expected 1o succeed
very quickly. By evening, however. the Soviel tanks spotted by the
German aircraft had somehow disappeared and their exact Jocation
was unknown. It was expected however, that the armor would sup-
port the attack of the 6th Guards Rifle Corps upon Voroshilovgrad,
probably attacking from the east.?

On 24 January, Armecabteilung Eretier-Pico was ordered by
Heeresgruppe Don (o occupy a defense line along the undefended

= Weudinger. Ouo. Division Day Reich-1943: vol. 1V, (Osnabick: 1979) page
463.

3 NA/T-312, rol 1633, Darsicllung der Ercignixse, Armeeasbicilung Freuer-
Pico. Frame 000233-235.
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Marshal lon Antonescue. the Rumamean miliary leader and head of state. reviews
Rumanian army troops in southern Rusvia w late 1942, Mansiein stands on the lefi
of Uns picture. Antonescu was deposed in August of 1944, when the Rumanians
grew tired of the war and it was clear that Germany was gomg to Inse the war.
(Credit National Archives)

Aidar River. in order to close the gap which existed between the
Northern Donets and Heeresgruppe Mitte's 2. Armee. The river's
course extended north, from a point just northwest of the trangular
bend. The river ran from the Northern Donets into the town of
Starobelsk. The 19. Panzer-Division and the very weak remnants
of 27. Panzer-Division were located in the Starobelsk area and were
fighting for possession of the town against elements of the Soviet
6th Army. The two divisions were assigned 1o the Ammecabteilung
by Heeresgruppe Mittle. Although somewhat strengthened by the
much weakened Panzer divisions, the Armeeabteilung felt its forces
remained inadequate to defend the Donets, much less the Aidar as
well. There still existed the possibility that strong Soviet forces north
of the Donets might lunge west, cross the Aidar in strength and
advance on lzyum. a key city on the Northern Donets, where the
river swung to the north afier passing west of Voroshilovgrad. Be-
yond Izyum was Kharkov, the largest and most important indus-
trial city in the southern Ukraine.

Additional help was on the way, in the form of a new infantry
division. the 335. Infanterie-Division. although its units arrived
slowly and had 10 be committed piece meal. Elements of 7. Panzer-
Division continued to arrive by land march and rail and took over
defense of a stretch of the Donets west of Voroshilovgrad, although
other formations of the division were still passing through Kamensk
on that date. The Soviets had crossed the Donets at many points by
that time, establishing a number of small bridgeheads to the north
and east of Voroshilovgrad. On 25 Janoary, Kampfgruppe Schuldt
counterattacked Soviet troops occupying the town of Sheltoje, which
was on (he southern bank of the Donets, at a point a few kilometers
to the northwest of Voroshilovgrad. The SS troops recaplured the



small town and drove (he Russians back across the still frozen river.
Gruppe Kreysing wiped out several other small Soviel bridgeheads
northwest of the cily, his weary (roops suffering serious casualties
in the fighting.

On the southeastern flank of the Armeeabtejlung, the forces of
the 5th Tank Army continued to assemble east and north of Kamensk
during the last days of the month while the Soviet 6th Army baltled
19. Panzer-Division for the possession of Starobelsk. The available
units of 7. Panzer-Division remained ready for action west of
Voroshilovgrad, awaiting the attack of the Soviet tank corps. So-
viet reconnaissance attacks probed the front of 304. Infanterie-Di-
vision conslantly, seeking to find gaps or weak spots. At a nomber
of locations. the German records state that the Russians had thrown
ice bridges (Eisbriicken) across the Donets, although exactly how
this was done is nol mentioned.*

On 28 January, 335. Infanterie-Division took over defense of a
large sector of the river west of Voroshilovgrad. Armeeabteilung
Fretter-Pico, based on the leve] of Russian reconnaissance actjvity.
decided that it could expect attacks designed to destroy Axis forces
in Voroshilovgrad. It was assumed that (wo attacking forces would
attempt 10 link up west of Voroshilovgrad and encircle the city. or
possibly attack the perimetec from two directions at once.

Soviet activity gradually grew in intensity throughout the next
day. particularly on both flanks of the Armeeabiteilung. Air recon-
naissance reported large Soviet forces massed north and east of the
river and by 30 January the German command recognized that a
new, full scale Soviet offensive had commenced. This was the be-
ginning of the operation known as “Gallop,” which was launched
at the same lime as a second major offensive 10 the north, code
named ““Star.” The drama of the balttles for Kharkov and Manstein’s
counteraltack, the last major German viclory in Russia, was about
lo begin.

The Defensive Battles of Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico
After Operation “Little Saturn™ lurched 10 a halt south of the Bystraja
River and along the Nonhern Donets River, Soviet offensive op-
erations gradually ceased due to combat exhaustion and logistical
deficiencies which doomed any sustained penctration operations.
The Russians had accomplished the destruction of the Italian 8th
Army and had severely pummeled Armeeabteilung Hollidt, how-
ever the offensive had fallen behind schedule almost immediately.
The Axis troops holding the key towns along the Rossosh-
Kantemijrovka-Millerovo-Voroshilovgrad were to have been wiped

*Ibid. frame 000265.
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Manstein i a staff car trying to make his way through a colwmn of Rumanion and
German soldiers and vehicley. The road 15 in poor shape and a velncle hay become
stuck in the mud i front of Mansiein's car. The picture was dated November of 1942
and apparemtly was taken shorily afier Manstem ook command of Heeresgruppe
Don. (Credit Natiwnal Archives)

Hitler on one of his rare visus 1o the Eastern Front i early 1942, Afier he assumed
complete conumand of the German military Hiler and Manstemn disagreed frequently
over the conduct of the ear in Rusxia. Mansicw was a gifted strategist and prubably
Germany's finest commander. He understood mohile warfare and conld visualize
long term concepts. Hitler often hampered Matsecin’s conduct of the war after he
gave hum command of Armeegruppe Don. The dictaton flew 1o the army group head-
quariers m early 1943, possibly planiminyg 1o sack Manstem for the loss of Kharkov.
(Credit National Archives)
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out by the third day of the offensive and the airfields at Morozovsk
and Tatsinskaya taken by the end of operations on the fourth day.
None of these goals were accomplished, primarily due (o the de-
fensive fighting by German troops at various points in the sector
which slowed the Soviel rate of advance by stubbornly holding on
(o key towns and stations along the railroads. The attrition suffered
by Russian infantry and tank 1roops during the fighting weakened
the Soviet offensive from the start. The offensive was not able to
create major Soviet penetrations across the Northern Donets or
Bystraja Rivers and did not establish strong bndgeheads across ei-
ther river.

By the end of the first week of January. encircled Axis troops
at Millerovo, Gartmaschevka and Chertkovo tied down major ele-
ments of the st Guards Army during a cnitical phase of the offen-
sive. The fighting 1o capture these stubbornly held towns consumed
vital Russian infaniry and armor strength, as well as artillery and
fuel supplies that could have been of vital imporiance farther south.
By the time the armies approached the Northem Donets River, So-
viel rifle divisions were reduced from a strength of 3500 to 5000
men, to less than 1000 eftectives in some cases. Ammunition, fuel
and artillery were in short supply and the 1 7th and 18th Tank Corps
spearheads were bogged down in the fighting for Millerovo, Donskaoj
and possession of the railroad south of Millerovo. Additional So-
viet forces were occupied by the auacks of 19. Panzer-Division at
Streltskovo. The weakening of the Soviet rifle divisions, insuffi-
cient logistical capabilities and losses of armor left them too weak
to sustain operations south of the Bystraja River and the 24th Tank
Corps was eventually forced 1o give up the airfield at Tatsinskaya.

The dogged resistance of Armeeableilung Fretter-Pico in the
Voroshilovgrad area would prove to be of great significance when
the events of January-February 1943 unfolded to the west and north
of this area. When Kuznetsov’s Ist Guards Army was unable to
drive Kreysing's division from Millerovo with the forces initially
at hand, it was forced to concentrate three rifle divisions around the
town and begin concentric assaults on the Millerovo defensive pe-
rimeter. Armor from the mobile groups of the army had to be used
to support infantry attacks on the town. This tied up dwindling So-
viet tank, infantry and anillery strength when these resources were
needed to force a crossing of the Northern Donets and capture the
key airfields. The 18th and [ 7th Tank Corps, which had reached the
Millerovo area by 23-25 December, 1942, were still there in mid
January of 1943, Without control of Millerovo and the Kantemirov-
ka-Millerovo-Kamensk railroad. the poor road net in the surround-
ing area was not adequate to maintain Sovie( offensive momentum.

The Chertkovo garrison was encircled on 22 December and
began a protracted defense of the town that lasted until 16 January.
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German and l[talian troops, after being encircled by Soviet mobile
groups. fought on at the towns of Gartmashevka and near Arbuzovka.
At both towns, stubborn defensive efforts forced the Russians o
conduct costly and time consuming operations to eliminate the de-
fenders. This robbed the Russian mobile groups of infantry sup-
port, critically hampering them and contributed 10 the failure of the
Russians to achieve decisive offensive gains further to the south.
The encircled Axis forces. in defensive actions of primarily Ger-
man troops. by effective. though doomed resistance, limited Soviet
gains south of the Donets to small bridgeheads south of the niver.
These bridgeheads were established late in the month, after attri-
tion had eroded the ability of the Soviets to exploit these river cross-
ings.

Ivis interesting 1o consider Hitler's orders demanding that his
divisions stand and fight to the last man, in the light of the “Little
Saturn” offensive. Although clearly not the desirable course of ac-
tion, this tactic was not entirely without merit, particularly consid-
ering the constantly diminishing mobility of the German infantry
divisions, which were not nearly as mobile as is commonly be-
lieved. By the second year of the war in Russia, stocks of motor
vehicles remained inadequate to fully supply even the German
mobile divisions. Mosl of the German infaniry divisions still de-
pended on horses (o move their artillery and other heavy weapons.

In any event, the stubborn resistance of the Axis forces en-
circled at a number of locations, forced the Stavka to conduct mul-
tiple missions by the 1st Guards Army and the 3rd Guards Army.
Simulaneously with the continuing deep operational phases. each
was forced to mount difficult and costly siege operations at
Millerovo, Chertkovo and Gartashevka as well as at several other
smaller encirclements. This eroded the tank strength of the Sovict
tank corps and fatally delayed their exploitation operations,

All of these factors robbed the Soviet armies of offensive
strength before the critical attacks of the 24th and 25th Tank Corps
upon Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk and the 17th and 18th Tank Corps
advance toward the Northern Donets. After the Soviet tank corps
were halted by Armeeabteilung Hollidt south of the Bystraja and
drained of their strength around Millerovo, the offensive ran out of
steam. Although fighting continued norh of the Donets throughout
the remainder of January. the offensive never regained its momen-
tum primarily due to the grinding, costly defensive fighting against
Armeeabtetlungen Fretter-Pico and Hollidt.

Soviet force structure shortcomings, Jogistical deficiencies and
attrition had threatened to undermine the likeiihood of a complete
success from the start. Casualties in many Soviet rifle divisions
were heavy even before the offensive began and tank corps had
suffered 30 to 50 per cent tank losses by the end of December. Even



in this weakened condition, the Russian attack overwhelmed and
destroyed the ltalian 8th Army and fragmented German divisions
attached to the army. The offensive alko doomed any possibility of
the Germans conducting a successful relief operation to reach
Stalingrad. However, the dogged resistance of surrounded, desper-
ate German troops at bleak towns like Millerovo prevented the
Russians from crossing the Northern Donets in early December.
Worn out German Panzer troops and emaciated infantry divisions
encircled and destroyed the 24th Tank Corps around Tatsinskaya
and inflicted heavy losses on the 25th Tank Corps and Ist Mecha-
nized near Morozovsk.

[Lis unlikely that Atmeeabteilung Fretier-Pico could have pre-
vented the Ist Guards Army tank corps from crossing the Donets in
strength if the Soviets had not been delayed at Millerovo and other
towns. Had the 17th and [8th Tank Corps been abie to reach the
Northern Doneis on 23-24 December, there would have been little
the Germans could have done o prevent the Russians from cross-
ing the frozen river and exploiting further to the south. What affect
this would have had regarding the operations of Ammeeabteilung
Hollidt forces fighting the 24th and 25th Tank Corps at Tatsinskaya
and north of Morozovsk, cannot be known. [t would have forced
the Germans to commit scarce armor strength against the ] 7th and
18th Tank Corps to block a potential Soviet advance southward
from the Northern Donets. The influence of such an offensive drive
on decisions made by Hider or Manstein can only be speculated
upon.

Remarkably, Fretter-Pico’s inadequate collection of disparate
troops sufficiently delayed the Soviets and preventied them from
crossing the Northern Donets until 1. Panzerarmee arrived and took
over defense of the river at the end of January. Once the subsequent
Soviet offensives, known as Operations “Gallop™ and “Star” be-
gan, 1. Panzerarmee, holding a line from Voroshilovgrad o
Slavyansk, gradually deflected the Soviet attack 10 the west. The
Sov(ie( swing westward, due in part to stalwart defense of the river
by 1. Panzerarmee. contributed 1o conditions that were ulimately
fatal 10 “Gallop” and “Star,” In February. as the Russian attempts 10
create a decisive penetration south of the Northern Donets were
frustrated and blocked time and again, the Stavka swung the 1ank
corps of the Southwestern Front west of the stubbornly held bas-
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aon at Slavyansk. This stretched the already faltering Soviel sup-
ply organization past its limits. At the same time, Russian overcon-
fidence contributed to a faulty analysis of intelligence information
and a mistaken estimation of German capabilities and intentions.
As a result of this miscalculation, the tank reserves of the front
were committed to a drive to capture the Dnepr crossings and the
rail line between Dnepropetrovsk and Kharkov. This effort diluted
the strength of the Soviet effort in the decisive direction, which was
due south of the Donets, towards the coast of the Sea of Azov.

This relocation of Soviet forces to the west handed the Ger-
mans an opportunity to launch a counteroftensive against the over-
extended Russian spearheads pushing westward toward the Dnepr
and the railroad lines between Dnepropetrovsk and Kharkov. This
counteroffensive was planned and orchestrated by Manstein and
directed by Hermann Hoth, the commander of 4. Panzerarmee. [t
was led by the only German Panzer divisions in the East that were
capabte of conducting the counteroffensive, the reorganized SS
Panzer divisions. The Army Panzer divisions were not able to lead
the atcack, as they were too weak from months of hard fighting.
Most of the Army divisions had Jess than (wenty operational tanks,
their Panzergrenadier regiments were reduced to the size of weak
battalions and most arullery regiments possessed less than a dozen
guns. The nearly exhausted divisions were still able 10 conduct sup-
porting operations, but could not carry the main weight of the at-
tack.

Manstein turned (o the only available Panzer divisions that had
the strength and the aggressive confidence to lead the counterof-
fensive. These were the three SS Panzergrenadier divisions of the
SS-Panzer-Korps, commanded by the senior combal commander
of the Waffen-SS. Paul Hausser. Two of these djvisions were al-
most lost to Manstein, due (o decisions made by Adolf Hitler, who
committed them 1o the defense of the city of Kharkov, where they
were nearly encircled and destroyed. Only through the courage of
Hausser, who defied a direct order by Hitler, were they saved from
ruin before Manstein needed them. Although “Das Reich” and
“Leibstandarte” were weakened by weeks of hard fighting, which
cost them many casualties and serious losses of tanks. they com-
bined with “Totenkopf” to form the primary autack group of
Manstein’s Kharkov counteroffensive.
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THE CREATION OF THE SS-PANZERKORPS

efore the outbreak of World War II, Hitler ailowed the cre-
ation of SS combat formations because he believed the
military elite of the party should pay a price in blood dur-
ing the war so that they could be respected in the post war years.'
This concept was held by some of the higher leaders of the SS as
illustrated by SS-Obergruppenfiihrer Erich von dem Bach-
Zelewski’s opinion that it was impontant that the ‘most senior lead-
ership cadres of the Schutzstaffel will have made a blood sacrifice
in this life or death struggle of the people.’? The SS combat divi-
sions served under various Army corps commands, while
Reichsfuhrer-SS Heinrich Himmler established more and more
Waffen-SS divisions. He intended to create SS corps and then armies,
building a substantial body of troops niore or less under his control.
although most remained under Army command. These ambitious
plans caused some discomfort among Army officers. who found
that “the limitless SS plans of expansion . . . were disquieting.”
The endlessly scheming Himmler had given thought to the or-
ganization of a corps of SS field troops even before the beginning
of the war. In 1938, he speculated about removing all those
Allgemeine SS personnel who were serving in the Army. in order
to provide experienced men and officers to lead his expanding pri-
vate army. Requests submitted 10 the Reich Finance Minister in
1941-42_provide an unmistakable indication that Himmler intended
to establish Waffen-SS corps long before 1943. These funding re-
quests included appropriation of funds for six SS-Obergruppenfiihrer
positions, a rank cquivalent to Army corps commander. The suc-
cessful military performance of the Waffen-SS divisions during the
first years of the war lent support to Himmler's ambitions.

' Koebl, Robert L. The Bluck Corps: The Structure and Power Struggles of the
Nazi §S. (Madison: 1983) pg. 198,

* Wegner. Bernd The Waffen $S: Orgamzation. ldeology and Function (Ox-
ford: 1990) pg 292.
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The wartime performance of officers and men of his personal
bodyguard troop, “'Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler” influenced Hitler
greatly and he probably needed little encouragement to agree with
Himmler when the Reichsfiihrer proposed to establish the first SS-
Panzer-Korps. [n addition, the senior officer of the SS military di-
visions, SS-Obergruppenfithrer Paul Hausser. had pressed Himmler
and Hitler about the need for a full complement of tanks for the
three SS divisjons. insisting that the armor would increase (heir
effectiveness. The Fiihrer agreed, in spite of the misgivings of the
Amy and many of its officers. Although (hey did not complain
about the hard fighting Waffen-SS divisions when they were placed
under their command during the war, some Army officers Jooked
with wariness and apprehension upon (he expansion of the SS be-
fore and during the war. However, Hitler decided 10 allow Himinler
to establish the SS-Generalkommando on (3 May. 1942. Two
months later, the corps was formally established by a 9 July, 1942
order and began forming in France under Hausser.!

Hitler believed that the SS divisions were imbued with soffi-
cient ‘will’ and fighting spirit to provide him victories in the East,
even under the most trying conditions. The SS-Panzer-Korps, made
up of the three oldest and most experienced divisions of the Waffen-
SS, was given an opporiunity to justify his confidence in their abili-
ties in Manstein's Kharkov counteroffensive

The “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hiter,” 2.8S-Division "Das
Reich” and 3.5S-“Totenkopf”-Division were withdrawn from the
Russian front at various times during 1942, They were subsequently
sent 1o France in order to rest, reorganize and recover from months
of heavy fighting on the Eastern Front. Each of the divisions was to

! Wegner. pg. 342.
! Bender, Roger 3. and Taylor. Hugh Page. Uniforms, Organization and His-
tory of the Waffen 8S. (San Jose: 197)) vol. 2. pg. 32.
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Chapier Two: The Creation of the SS-Panzerkorps

Retchsfiitrer-§S Heinrich Hinunler on a visit 10 the Eastern Front in 1943. Hummler had untimited plans for the grovih of the Waffen-$S and had prepared for the creanon
of 88 corps in 1942, He encouraged Hitler 10 create more and more SS divisions and enthustastically agreed with Pard RHausser. the semor nulitary officer of the Waffen-
§S. who proposed that the $S divisions needed tanks and armored vehicles to maximize their effectiveness The gronnd work for creating addinonal $S divisions and corps
was begun by Himmler in nid-1942 and was not a consequence of the vecapture of Kharkov. as 1y commonly believed. (Credit National Arclives)

be converted into a Panzergrenadier division by the addition of a
tank battalion and the required support units. In fact, the divisions
all received a complete Panzer regiment of two battalions of tanks
and were Panzer divisions in every way but name. One Panzer-
grenadier baltalion of each division received a full complement of
lightly armored half tracks. The other battalions of Lhe
Panzergrenadier regiments were motorized and were equipped with
trucks. heavy cars and various vehicle types. These included com-
panies equipped with motorcycles. armored cars and amphibious
Volkswagens, the versatile and valuable Schwimmwagen.

The history of each of the first three SS divisions is closely
imterwoven with the life of their first divisional commanders. These
men organized, trained and shaped the personality and military per-
formance of their divisions (o an extraordinary degree. Each had a
strong, distinctive personality, which greatly influenced the char-
acter of the divisions which they commanded. They were extremely

dissimilar men, shaped by very different cultural and military back-
grounds. They had little in common exceplt duty in the Walfen-§S
and service in the German Army during World War 1. One was a
rough, battle scarred former Bavarian artillery and tank service NCO,
named Josef (Sepp) Dietrich, who organized and led the SS guard
units that eventually became |.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division
“Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler.” The second was Paul Hausser who
organized and trained the SS regiments that evolved ino 2.SS-
Panzergrenadier-Division *“Das Reich.” Hausser was a former Ger-
man Army Generalleuntnant, a lean, acerbic Prussian with General
Staff trajining who was also the founder of the SS Officer school
organization. The third man, the first commander of 3. SS-
“Totenkopf-Division, was Theodore Eicke. who was a virulent
National Socialist and former commander of Dachau concentra-
tion camp. Like many other German veterans, Eicke had found no
place for himselt in the Germany of the post war years, until he
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joined the SS and discovered his life’s calling. The three men could
hardly have been more different, but each left his own strong im-
print on their divisions, as well as the combat history of the Waffen-
SS itself.

SS-Obergruppenfithrer Sepp Dietrich and 1.SS-
Panzer-Grenadier-Division ‘“‘Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf
Hitler”

Sepp Dietrich played a key role in or witnessed many of the senmi-
nal events of the Nazi Party and of the Waffen-SS. Dietnich was
born in the Bavarian province of Swabia in 1892, the oldest of six
children and was the only son of three that survived the war. Dietrich
served with the 4. Bayerische-Feldartilierie-Regiment until he was
injured shortly before the beginning of World War ] and had to
leave the army. With the outbreak of war. he again enlisted, serving
in 7. Bayerische-Feldartillene-Regiment. He was wounded twice
before being transferred 1o [nfanterie-Artillerie-Abteilung 10.

The battalion furnished artillery support for the elite assault
troops of the German Army. the Stdsstruppen. The gun crews
wheeled their short barreled infantry howitzers into position to fire
at close range. in direct fire support of Stosstruppen assaults. The
crews had to be special men, as they were required to man handle
their stubby barreled guns over trenches and the debns of no man’s
land. This obviously called for a good measure of physical strength,
as well as ample courage. Dietrich won an Iron Cross, 2nd class
sometime during 1917 and may have won the Iron Cross, [st class
also. In 1918 he was transferred to an A7V 1ank detachment. which
put him on the scene of a historic development in the German Army.
the first deployment of German armor. While serving with the Ba-
varian tank detachment, he was again decorated. winning the Ba-
varian Military Service Cross, 3rd Class.

Dietrich was discharged from the Army in 1918, although he
would have rather have remained in the service. After he left the
Armiy he entered the civil vnrest. economic disaster and rebellion
that was post-war Germany. He became a member of the Freikorps
Oberland and fought in Silesia in 1919, opposing Polish irregular
forces who attempted to seize the territory after a plebiscite resulted
in a vote by the majority of the population to remain part of Ger-
many. He never Jost the pragmatic, rough and ready, freewheeling
mentality typical of the Freikorps units. His command style reflected
a roughshod man experienced in hardship, bloodshed and the harsh
realities of war.

Dietrich was familiar with the relaxed form of relationship
between men and officers in the Waffen-SS because of his warime
service with the Stosstruppen units. These elite combat troops called
their officers by first names, used the familiar du” when speaking

Paud Huusser. the senior Waffen-SS commander during World War 11 Hausser was
a former Generalteulnant of the German Army who had extensive convnand experi-
crice during World War 1. After his retirement from the Army Heinrich Himmler
persuaded Hausser to join the S8 and gave him the 1ask of bringing competence and
professionalism to the SS officer corps. Hausser organized a number of $8 mlitary
training schools. known as Junkerschulen, und developed u standardized program
of military education He instimuted modern training principles that emphasized re-
alistic training methods. lesv emphasis on parade drill and a high stundard of physi-
cal fimess. He was also ihe first commander of the SS-Verfugunesdivision, later
redesignated as 2.5S-Panzergrenadier-Division “Das Retch.” Hausser survived the
war despite several serious wounds and dred at the age of 92. He v widely re-
spected and his funeral was attended by thousands of former members of the Waffen-
SS. (Credit National Archives)

with them and were a highly trained, elite assault force. The
Stosstruppen developed tactics which emphasized mobility. com-
bined arms fire power and penetration of defensive lines using in-
filtration methods. Very different from the ynore traditional Army
relationships between officers and men, the Waffen-SS developed
a style of discipline during the prewar vears that was designed to
create a closer comradeship which was based on mutual respect
and performance.

The front line experience of trench warfare and the post war
service with the embittered, nihilistic Freikorps veterans produced



men who were described by fellow veteran and writer Erst Junger
as:

‘Princes of the trenches, with their hard set faces, brave to
macness, tough and agile, with keen blood-thirsty nerves’

The Freikorps veterans were interestingly described by none
other than Herman Gd&ring, as men who ‘could not be de-brutal-
1zed.” Seeking (o lead and be led, despising both the new govern-
ment and a society in which he had found litle satisfaction, Dietrich
found a home in the comradeship of the SS.

Chapier Tivo: The Creation of the S§-Panzerkorps

Dietrich probably saw Adolf Hitler for the first time when he
heard Hitler speak before a group of military troops. Al this time
Dietrich was a policeman, a member of the Bavarian Landpolizei
although he maintained ties with the “Oberland™ Freikorps. Two
years later he was in Munich with other men of the “Oberland™
Freikorps when Hitler attempted to launch a National Socialist revo-
lution in the ill-fated Beer Hall Putsch. In 1928 he joined the SS
and was appointed commander of the Munich SS-Standarte |.
Dietrich was one of (he small group of rough brawlers who served
as bodyguards and drivers for Hitler. They were absolutely loyal 1o
Hitler and defended him with all the brutal expertise learned from

their years in the renches.

Sepp Dietrich. the commander of 1. SS-Panzergrenadier-Division ~Leibstandarie-
$S-Adolf Hiller.” He was also a veteran of World War 1 and scrved in a Bavarian
field artillery unit anached 10 ¢lite Stésstruppen units, Toward the end of the war. he
was a gunner in one of the first fanks used by the Germans and 0ok part in some of
the earhest 1ank versus tank combat. Dietrich organized and led the S8 guard de-
tachmenrs responsible for Hitler's personaf safery tn the early years of the Nazi
pariy. The original 120 man guard unii gradually expanded to regiment size and its
mission changed from parade und guard 1asks 10 preparanion for fill combat dury.
Dietrich led the division untd spring 1943 when hie 1ook command of I. $5-Panzer-
Korps. He later commanded 6. Ponzerarmee in the winier of 1944, during the Ger-
man counteroffensive in the Ardenies known as the Baitle of the Budge. (Credit
Natipnal Archives)

The Ja. or chiefof siaff, of "“Leibstandarie™ was Rudolf Lehmann, pictured here as
an $SS-Obersturmbannfithrer. Lehmans joined the 8S in 1933, voluntecring for ser-
vice in “Letbsiandarte.” In 1935 he was semt to the Junkerseinde at Bad Tolz and
Sfinished iy officer training in 1936. completing the cosirse of instruction with the
rank of SS-Umtersturmfiirer. He was posted 10 “Leibstandarte ™ in 1942 and proved
10 be an exceptionally intelligent and valuable addition 1o Dietrich’s staff. Dietrich
had no formal military iraining and depended heavily upon his chief of staff''s train-
g and ability. Lehmann commanded “Das Reich™ at the end of the war. He swon
the Knight's Cross and Qakleaves as well as both grades of the tron Cross and the
Germaon Cross in Gold. (Courtesy of Mark C Yerger)

37



Last Victory in Russia

In time however. a more organized security detachment be-
came necessary 10 adequately protect Hitler and other Nazi leaders.
On March 17, 1933, Dietrich was ordered to organize the Berlin
“Stabswache” (headquarters guard detachment) which was charged
with the protecuon of the Fiibrer. At its establishment the
“Stabswache™ was placed under the adminisirative authority of a
Prussian police unit known as Police Detachment “Wecke,” named
after its commander. The Stabswache was in effect a police avxil-
iary unit, whose budget was paid out of the federal budget. Al-
though it was an SS formation and technically a Police unit. it was
not under the direct control of Himmler or the Police. Dietrich and
his men were essentially responsible only to Hitler himself.

[n the summer of 1934 Dietrich and the “Leibstandarte” were
chosen by Hiller to be among the SS units that carried out the arrest
and executions of members of Ernst Roehm's SA leadership during
the “Night of the Long Knives.” The emasculation of the SA solidi-
fied support for Hitler by the German Army when it eliminated the
threat to the Army posed by the SA. The Army showed its gratitude
through public praise for Hitler and an increased level of coopera-
tion with SS commanders with regard to training. Obviously re-
lieved at the demise of the SA, it was evident that the Army did not
feel threatened at the time by the SS due to its small size.

Dietrich’s relationships with higher SS authorities, including
even Himmler himself, often demonstrated that he considered Adolf
Hitler as the only authority that he had to answer to. As a result, he
proved to be a source of irritation to Himmler on more than one
occasion. [n 1938 Himmler wrote a stern note o Dietrich after he
was offended by statements Dietrich made to the German press
regarding publicity concerning the fifth anniversary of the estab-
lishment of “‘Leibstandarte.”

"Your officers are good enough (o recognize me person-
ally. but otherwise the “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler” is an
undertaking for itself and does what it wants without bother-
ing about orders from above and which thinks about the §S
leadership only when some debt or other, which one of its
gentlemen has incurred. has to be paid or when someone has
fallen into the mud and has to be pulled out of the mess . . .**

Dietrich further angered Himmler by maintaining close ties
with certain individuals and units of the Army, including General
Werner von Fritsch, the commander of the Wehrkreis that included
Berlin. A particularly close relationship was formed with men and

* Hohne. Heinz, The Order of the Death's Head: The Story of Hitler’s 8.
(London and Edinburgh: 1980) pg. 443,

I8

The first commander of * Leibstandarte’s ™ Panzer regiment wax $S-Obersturmbann-
flihrer Georg Schonberger (foreground of prciure) shown as several tanks of Ins
regiment division pass behind him. He led the regiment through the Kharkov fight-
ing in early 1943 and the German summer offensive of 1943 known as Operation
“Citadel.” Schinberger won the German Cross in Gold on December 26, 194]. He
was killed in action in December of 1943 and posihumously awearded the Kmight's
Cross. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

officers of [nfanterie-Regiment 9, which furnished training and fa-
cilities for the men of the Stabswache. Dietrich also came into con-
flict with Paul Hausser.

During the years before the war, Hausser and Dietrich had a
number of purely junsdictional disputes over matters related 10 a
disagreement in regard to the mission of the “Leibstandarte’ units.
Dietrich bad a disagreement with Hausser in May of 1938 after
Dietrich refused to provide “Leibstandarte™ personnel to be used
for the formation of an SS Standarte (regiment) to be raised in Aus-
tria. Hausser wrote Himmler, complaining about Dietrich’s
stubbomess in this situation and offered his resignation. At that point
Himmler intervened personally 10 avoid losing Hausser and found
a way to salvage the situation. There seems (0 have been no later
significant problems between the two men and afier the war Hausser
corrected the belief that he and Dietrich had a lingering personal
animosity towarg each other. Hausser attributed this impression 1o
incorrect reporting of their relationship by post war authors. It is
understandable that Dietrich resisted any change that he viewed as
a threat 1o the independent siatus of *‘Leibstandarte” and its prewar
mission, which was to serve as guard and ceremonial troops of the
SS.

However, when it was clear that war was approaching and the
“Leibstandarte” detachments were included in the Verfiigungs-
truppen, Dietrich realized that his troops not completely prepared
for military service at that time. While Hausser had built the
Verfiigungstruppen into units fit for deployment in the field, the
inital task given (o Dietrich’s “Leibstandarte”™ had been to fulfill



duties as a guard and ceremonial unit. Felix Steiner commented on
this difference in mission directives, stating that he and Hausser
were tasked (o ‘develop an army on a par with the old Reichwehr’
while Dietrich “viewed his main task (0 be the creation of a well-
behaved and representative elite guard.’

Late in 1938 most of the unit was moved to an Anny training
area in order to panlicipate in war game exercises with the Army’s
|. Panzer-Division. This was further evidence of a clear shift in
roles for “‘Leibstandarte.” In addition, Heinz Guderian, one of the
guiding lights of the development of the early German Panzer force.,
informed Dietrich that “Leibstandarte”™ would be under his com-
mand when the war began. It appears that Guderian and Dietrich
had a good relationship and it can be assumed that Dietrich’s close
relationship with Hitler was not lost on Guderian.

How much influence Dietrich had with Hitler on matters re-
garding the Army is unknown. However. his influence on the offic-
ers and men of “Leibstandarte” is clear and unquestioned. He in-
fused therm with the reckless spirit of the Stosstruppen, the bold-
ness of the experienced soldier and the love of combat of the
Freikorps. This was a man who in the last days of the First World
War had goue back into his disabled, buming A7V tank, through
heavy enemy fire in order to *‘rescue™ a bottle of Schnapps. It was
an incident that won him Jasting fame in the folkJore of his battal-
ion. He was a charismatic leader and romantic figure lo the young
soldiers of the SS. Dietrich could not have failed 1o impress these
young men because he was a decorated combat veteran and a physi-
cally tough individual. who loved outdoor sports and exuded a rough
charm.

The influence of Dietrich on the development of the officers
and men who served under his command at the regimental and di-
visional level may have been his most important legacy in regard to
the Waffen-SS. Many of the officers who served in the carly
“Leibstandarte™ went on to become legendary Waffen-SS leaders.
{t was not his military knowledge that most affected them as he was
lacking in formal command (raining but rather his charismatic lead-
ership and his stalwart manner of 2 man among men. Many post-
war accounts incorrectly describe Dietrich as little more than a brute.
In fact he was a unique individual, possessing exceptional inspira-
tional abilities. Guderian described him after the war as “.. . arough
soldier . . . with a lot of heart for his soldiers. An extremely good
comrade who stood up as much as he could for his subordinates,
irrespective of the consequences for himself.’

Rudolf Lehmann. a former Waffen-SS officer and post war his-
torian of the Waffen-SS, served as “‘Leibstandarte” 1a (Chief of
Staff) under Dietrich and remembered him as a dynamic leader who
had an extraordinary charisma. While Dietrich depended heavily
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The commander of ' Letbsiandarie’s" SS5-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1 was SS-
Standartenfiihrer Frivz Win. here pictured as an 5S-Obersturmbannfiihrer. Wit was
one of the original company of S8 men picked for the firsi Stabswache cormpany thar
was organized to guard Hitler. He later became o company commander in $§-Regi-
ment “Dewschland™ und won the Knight's Cross in September of 1940 after the
French campaign Shonly thereafter Wint returned 1o > Leibstundane ™ and 100k com-
mand of the regiment which he led through most of 1943. For the accomplishments
of Ius men and his own leadership he was avwarded the Oakleaves to the Knight's
Cross by Hitler on March 1, 1943. He later commanded 12. $S-Panzer-Division
“Hitlerjugend ™ wmit he was killed by naval artillery fire shortly after the Allied
invasion ar Normandy. (Credit National Archivey)

on well trained subordinate officers for technical and organizational
know-how, he built a division which established an exceptional
record of achievements during the war. Many of the junior officers
of the division who served under Dietrich went on 10 become divi-
sional commanders during the war. These include Lehmann,
Theodor Wisch, Hugo Kraas. Kurt Meyer and Wilhelm Mohnke.
“Leibstandarte™ veterans set high standards for aggressive bravery
and audacity in battle. Men such as Max Wiinsche, Jochen Peiper.
Rudolf von Ribbentrop, Michael Wittman, Gerd Bremer and Max
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Hansen, as well as many others can be included in this group. All
exemplified the concept of “'harte.”” the term for reckless leader-
ship. toughness and disregard for danger, personified by their first
commander, the alte Kimpfer of the Freikorps and the Waffen-SS.
Sepp Dietrich.

Service in the East

In June 1941, Dietrich led “Leibstandarte,” then a motorized, rein-
forced brigade. into the Soviet Unton. After months of hard fight-
ing. the remnants of “"Leibstandarte™ began boarding trains bound
for the West on |] July, 1942. The division was billeted west of
Paris. where it immediately began training exercises. The first
“Leibstandarte” tank battalion. initially designated Panzerabteilung
“Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler,” was ordered formed on 30 Janu-
ary. It trained at the Army training area at Wildflecken. under com-

mand of SS-Obersturmbannfithrer Georg Schdnberger. By Octo-

ber, a second tank battalion was added, creating a full strength Panzer
regiment. SS-Sturmbannfihrer Max Wiinsche and SS-
Sturmbannfithrer Martin Gross commanded the two tank battalions.
A heavy tank company (equipped with “Tigers™) was established
and completed training at the Amy training grounds at Fallingbostel.
The battalion received its instruction and training at the same time
as heavy companies ol the elite “Grossdeutschland™ Division and
“Das Reich.™

The motorized infantry regiments were reorganized and
equipped as Panzergrenadier regiments, each with three battalions.
SS-Standartenfihrer Fritz Witt commanded SS-Panzergrenadier-
Regiment | “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler." while SS-Panzer-
grenadier-Regiment 2 “Leibstandarie SS Adolf Hider” was led by
SS-Standanenfihrer Theodor Wisch. Wit was one of the original
119 men of the Stabswache and won the German Cross in Gold. the

¢ Lehmann, Rudolf. The Letbstandarte 1. (Winnipeg. 1990) pg 223-225.

SS-Ssandartenfiihrer Theodore Wisch, the commander of SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 2 “LAK * is piciured on the lefi. He is standing seith Jocken Peiper. the commander
of Wisch’s half track battalion. Wisch was another of the first volmeers who joined Hiller's guard detachment i 1933, He seon the Knight's Cross as a bhavalion
commander and 100k command of the division in 944 uniil he way severely wounded and vas permanently disabled. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)
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Knight’s Cross and the Oak leaves before his death in 1944. Wisch
was one of the early volunleers of the fledgling SS, joining
“Leibstandarte” in the spring of 1933. He also won the Knight’s
Cross and led the regiment until he was permanently crippled by
wounds in 1944,

One baualion of the Panzergrenadier regitnents was equipped
differently from the motorized battalions. The 111./SS-
Panzergrenadier-Regiment 2 “LSSAH” was organized as an armored
battalion. which meant that it received a full complement of half
tracks, known as Schiitzenpanzerwagen or SPWs. The batalion was
commanded by SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Joachim (fochen) Peiper a
graduate of SS Junkerschule Braunschweig. Peiper is best known
for his malitary exploits in Russia and as the commander of the
Kampfgruppe that spearheaded (he attack of “Leibstandarte” dur-
ing the battle of the Bulge in 1944.

The artillery of the division was restructured extensively dur-
ing the reorganjzation in France. The SS-Panzer-Artillerie-Regi-
ment “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler” had 4 battalions of artillery
and was commanded by SS-Standanenfithrer Walter Staudinger.
Three of the battalions were futly motorized. while 11./SS-Artillerie-
Regiment “LSSAH™ was outfitted with self-propelled 10cm guns,
known as “Wespe.” Later the regiment also received a complement
of 15¢m self-propelled guns, built on a Panzer IV chassis which
was known as the “Hummel.” The [./SS-Artillerie-Regiment
“LSSAH” was equipped with 10c¢m light field howitzers, while [11./
SS-Artillerie-Regiment “LSSAH™ was the heavy battalion of the
regiment and had three baueries of 15¢m or 17¢m howitzers. The
[V./Artillerie-Regiment “LSSAH” was a mixed unit, with a battery
of Nebelwerfer (rocket launchers), a second battery of heavy field
howitzers and a |0cm howitzer battery.

The Panzerjigerabteilung (anti-tank detachment) was first or-
ganized in early March of 1942 from cadre of the original
Panzerjiger Kompanie. The battalion was equipped with new 7.5cm
Pak 40 anti-tank guns, mounted on a lightly armored superstruc-
ture built on Czech Panzer 38 chassis. This vehicle was known as
the Sdkfz. 138 or more commonly “‘Marder.” The battalion was
commanded by SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Jakob Hanreich. The Sturm-
geschiitzeabteilung (assault gun) battalion was organized from cadre
of Sturmgeschitzkompanie “Schanberger.” formerly commanded
by Georg Schonberger. It had three batteries, each supplied with 7
Sturmgeschiitze 111 assault guns, equipped with 7.5cm guns. The
detachment was led by SS-Sturmbannfihrer Heinz von
Westernhagen. The divisional reconnaissance battalion, SS-
Aufklarungsabteilung 1. was equipped with ammored cars, SPWs
and a company of heavy weapons. It was led by one of the most
aggressive and audacious soldiers of the division, SS-Sturmbann-
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Walier Siaudinger. pictured here as an $S-Oberfiiirer, wan the artillery regiment
commander of ~ Leibstandarte.” He won the Knight's Cross late in 1944 while verv-
ing as the artillers commander of S. Panzerarmee. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

On the nghr is SS-Sturmbainfithrer Hetnz Wesiernhigen. the conumander of 85-
Sturmgeschiirzabieilung 1, the assault gun baisation of “Leibstandarie * On the left
is Peiper. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)
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fuhrer Kurt Meyer. know as “‘Panzermeyer”” Meyer had been
awarded the Knight’s Cross for outstanding leadership during the
Greek campaign, Before the end of the war, he had won the Oak
leaves and Swords and Jater commanded ]2.8S-Panzer-Division
“Hitler Jugend.™

The division remained in France until the end of December of
1942. On 30 December. the division received new orders and win-
ter clothing. In the first days of January, 1943 1.SS-Panzergrenadier-
Division “Leibstandarte-SS-Adolf Hitler.” prepared to return to the
Eastern Front.

2.8S-Panzergrenadier-Division ‘“Das Reich”

and Paul Hausser

Although Paul Hausser was the commander of the SS-Panzer-Korps
in January of 1943 and did not command “Das Reich” during the
Kharkov counteroffensive, he Jeft an indelible mark upon the divi-
sion, In fact, he greatly influenced the military development of the
Waffen-SS as a whole. When Heinrich Himmler established the
[nspectorate for the Militarized Formations of the SS (Inspektion
der SS-Verfugungstruppe) on 1 October 1536. one of his primary
goals was 10 bring standardization of training and military profi-
ciency 1o what became the Waffen-SS. The man Himmler chose to
bring military professionalism to the SS and who became the first
Chief of the Inspectorate was Hausser. a former Army
Generalleutnant who had previously retired from the Army. Hausser
served throughout World War [, holding a number of positions, in-
cluding command of Fiisilier-Regiment 38 and as a corps chief of
staff. After the end of World War I, he joined the Stahlhelm, a para-
military organization and was briefly a member of the SA before
transferring to the SS 10 take conirol of the Inspectorate. He sup-
ported the pre-war policies of National Socialism. for reasons he
described after the war.

Not only myself. but a considerable part of the Reichswehr
officers. especially the younger men. as well as the NCO's were
attracted to National Socialism before 1933 because of:

a. its struggles against Versailles in the name of military
sovereignty and national defense;

b. its social altitudes respecting the ‘national community’
and its commignent to peaceful labor re-relations and its

’ The tcrm Abicilung was used by the Germans (o refer (o various types of
units. ranging from Anneeabteilung or army sized formations, 10 battalion sized or
smaller detachments. A divisional Panzerjigerabieilung. Aufklirungsabicilung or
Swirmgeschiiizableilung was essentially a battalion sized formation a1 normal
strength.
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58-Obergruppenfutirer Georg Keppler. the commander of “Das Reich™ when the
division returned 10 Russic in January. 1943. Keppler served in the Germn Amm
during World War 1. was wounded several timex and ended the war with the rank of
Obertevinam. He was awarded the Wound Badge in Silver and both classes of the
Iron Cross while serving in the Army. During his service with the Waffen-SS, Keppler
won the Knight's Cross i August of 1940. He conmanded the division nvice. the
Sfirst time in 1942, until he had 10 be evacuated due to ilfness on 10 Febrnary. 1943
He returned to the division later in the yeur before assuming command of 1.SS-
Panzer-Korps in 1944 When the war ended Keppler was m command of XV, SS-
Korps on the Upper Rhine. (Credit Nalional Archives)

rejection of the class struggle.
c. 1ts attempt to take a fundamental position against Bol-
shevism and Commuanism . . .’

Hausser implemented a vniform and in some ways revolution-
ary officer training program for the SS. in order to provide leader-
ship for the SS combat divisions. He saw this as his only goal and
did not concern himself with political matters, as these were. in his
words. ‘none of my business but rather that of the political Jeader-
ship.” In a post war article in the SS historical journal. Der
Freiwillige, he described his sense of the situation in 1936.



*What was actually to become of it no one (old me. and [
asked no one about it. [ said to myself. “Let’s put the shop in
order” and then build up the three regiments properly.”

[t was evident 10 Hausser, as a former General Staff officer
that (raining standards needed to be developed and energetically
implemented. Prior to 1936, 8S officers evidenced significant dif-
ferences in amount of training. competency to lead and military
experience. Some were former police officers who had received
only paramilitary (raining and there were ex-Amiy NCOs with no
formal officer training. Of course. there were also a number of ex-
perienced. ex-Army or Luftwafte officers of vacious ranks who had
seen combat during World War 1. However, as late as the summer
of 1936, a number of SS training exercises were canceled due (0
the lack of sufficjendly trained officers. The head of the SS Central
Bureau, SS-Gruppenfiihrer August Heissmeyer. stated that these
men had ‘not yet gained the self-confidence to set written tactical
assignments for their officers.’

Very quickly. Hausser moved to remedy this unsatisfactory situ-
ation. He established the SS officer schools, known as Junkerschulen
and found qualified men to teach the instructional courses. The
Junkerschulen graduates brought a much needed infusion of com-
mand skill, training and organizational ability. Classroom training
was adapted from Army methods. although modified substantially
under SS guidelines.

Combat training was developed according to an SS military
philosophy designed to develop a modern. elite fighting organiza-
tion. Tactical combat (raining was of a comprehensive. practical
nature and reflected the experiences of the Stdsstruppen during
World War I. A number of influential SS officers were velerans of
these elite assault units, including Sepp Dietrich and Felix Steiner.
Hausser would have been familiar with these revolutionary tactics
aJso, given his command posilions during the war. The S10sstruppen
assault principles of World War I were refined and developed into
the assault tactics of the Waffen-SS.

In choosing Stdsstruppen officers a preminm was p'laced on
personal initiative. innovative action and rapid decision making by
leaders from regimental commanders down o small units NCOs,
which required leaders to be tn superb mental and physical condi-
tion. Command and leadership (raining in the SS evolved accord-
ingly because the SS assault team tactics required commanders who
could make swifl tactical decisions, in order 1o direct the fire and
maneuver of his men. These tactics also influenced the combat struc-
ture of small units a1 ajl levels. Companies, platoons and even squads
could utilize a maneuver element, supported by a fire element
equipped with automatic weapons and high angle fire weapons
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(montars or rifle grenades). Each squad was equipped with at Jeast
one light machine gun and the squad leader was oflen equipped
with a machine pistol. Regiments of the higher quality Waffen-SS
divisions, in addition 10 their complemen of Panzergrenadier com-
panjes, contained companies of Pioniere (combat engineers), heavy
companies equipped with inortars. anti-tank guns and infantry how-
itzers and even motorcycle companies. [n effect, cach regiment was
a combined arms formation. possessing great fire power and mo-
bility.

Autacks proceeded along the path of least resistance. with maxi-
mum use of (errain and were not limited 10 a specific zone of at-
tack. Unfavorable terrain or formidable enemy positions could be
bypassed. reducing the opponent’s ability to quickly discern the
main area of attack. This minimized casuallies, allowed the maxi-
mum tactical freedom of action and increased the depth and speed
of penetrauons. The Waffen-SS pioneered other innovations as well.
[t was the first military organization to utilize camouflage uniforms
in order 10 facilitate the use of such tactics.”

The Waffen-SS method of training was characierized by battle
focused training exercises and practical class room learning, while
parade drill was considered to be of lesser importance. This system
combined realistic. live fire battle training with a high level of physi-
cal conditioning to create a superb body of (roops. A remarkable
demonstration of the physical condition anained by men of Regi-
ment “Deutschland,” took place during the 1938 SS§ Road March
Championships. A battalion of the regiment covered the (wenty-
five kilometer course in full battle gear. including a 451b pack, in
the phenomenal time of 3 hours. 35 minutes and 55 seconds. Upon
reaching the review stand. the battalion broke into the strenuous
parade march (goose step). crossing the finish line in immaculate
order.

There is evidence that the SS training, besides the physical
fitness component. had benefits of practical use on the battlefield.
In May 1939, Regiment "“Deutschland’ conducted a combat exer-
cise at the Munsterlagen Training Area before an audience that in-
cluded Hidler, Himmler and a number of Army officers. The exer-
cise plan called for a battalion assault on a prepared enenmty position
behind outposts and barbed wire, accompanied by live actillery fire.
Hitler observed the attack from a vantage point near the artillery
impact area. So skillfully did the camouflage uniformed SS assault
troops use cover to advance during the assaull, that Hitler did not
realize that the attack had begun. When he somewhat testily asked

* Foreign Military Studics - Historical Dyvision. Headquariers United Stales
Army. Eurgpe. MS # D-155. Kuri Gropp. Comparison between the infantry batal-
ion and the assault battahon developed by (he Watlen-SS during the course of the
war. pa. 6-7.
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regiment commander Felix Sieiner when the infantry were to at-
tack. he was informed that the troops had begun their assault some
minutes ago. Only under closer scrutiny was Hitler able to observe
the SS troopers advancing on the position. The Flihrer was so im-
pressed (hat he refused to lake cover in a concrete bunker. prefer-
ring to observe the attack from in front of the bunker, even after the
live artillery fire began to impact less than 300 meters in front of
the observation point.

Hausser’s major prewar achievement was that he enabled the
SS to become a competent military organization by providing a
core of well trained officers to lead Himmler's SS units and pro-
vided a basis for standardized training. The Junkerschulen tumed
out aggressive, well trained and supremely confident young offic-
ers. Approximately 15,000 men passed through the officer schools
of the Waffen-SS from 1934 until 1945, a (ruly remarkable number
considering that Hausser had only a short time to work with the
school system before the beginning of the war necessitated his de-
votion (o other lasks. The training methods and tactical innovations
pioneered by the SS were militarily ahead of their time in many
ways, although they may not have always embodied (he political
ideal that Heinrich Himmler envisioned, a fact that irked the SS
leader. Himmler complained 1o Hausser on more than one occasion
when repons reached his ears regarding criticism of his policies
originating from the younger officers of the division. He stated that
the junior officers saw fit to question everything *‘from military
regulations™ to “political measures.” Regardless of this criticism
by Himmler, he appointed Hausser 10 be the first divisional com-
mander of the SS. Regiments “Deutschland.” “Der Fiihrer™ and
“Germania’ were combined (o form the division which later be-
came SS-Division “Das Reich.”

Officers who began service in the Waffen-SS with “Das Reich™
carried advanced methods of training and the modern. combined
anns fire icam tactics with them (o each new command. A number
of officers of the division who graduated from the Junkerschulen
or served as small unit commanders under Hausser later commanded
SS divisions. This list includes Werner Ostendorff, Otto Kumm,
Felix Steiner, Sylvester Stadler and Heinz Hannel.

Kumm served as commander of Regiment “Der Fiihrer™ and
later led both 7.8S-Freiwilligen-Gebirgs-Division “Prinz Eugen”
and “Leibstandarte.” Steiner first commanded 5.§S-Panzer-Divi-
sion “Wiking" and subsequently III. Germanische-Panzer-Korps.
Sylvester Stadler commanded 9.SS-Panzer-Division “Hohen-
staufen” and former Regiment “Deutschland” commander Heinz
Harmel was given command of 10.SS-Panzer-Division “Frunds-
berg” in 1944, Ostendorff was an intelligent and outstanding of-
ficer who was the first Ja of SS-Generalkommando, which became
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The first commander of “Das Reich’s™ Punzer Regiment was Herbert Vahl. Vahi
had extensive combat experience gained through hiv service in the German Army
during World War 1. He remained tn 1the Army after the end of the war und held the
rank of Oberstleutnut ar the start of World War 1. Vahl first led Panzer troops
when he 100k command of 1. /Panzer-Regiment 4 in 1936. He was irunsferred 1w the
Waffen-SS in early 1943 when an SS regumental commander with the necessary
cxperience was not available 10 lead ' Days Reich's” new Panzer Regimenl. After
Georg Keppler left Russia due to sickness. Vohl assumed command of the division
until he was wounded on March 18 He won borl the German Cross in Gold ond the
Knight’s Cross before he was kidled n an automobile accident. soon after taking
command of 4. $§-Polizei-Grenadier-Division. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

the §S-Panzer-Korps. He later assumed command of 17.5SS-Panzer-
Grenadier-Division in January of 1944 and subsequently led “Das
Reich” before his death from wounds in early [945.

After suffering [1.000 casualties in Russia during the first 6
months of the war in the East. §S Division “Reich™ was withdrawn
from combat in March of 1942 and sent 10 France for rest and ex-
tensive reorganization. By late fall of 1942. the division completed
its transformation into a Panzergrenadier division although jt was a
full strength Panzer division in every way but name. Hausser was



no longer commander of the division, which was renamed 2.SS-
Panzergrenadier-Division “Das Reich,” when it returned (o duty
from the East. He had been severely wounded in Russia and was
recovering during the first part of 1942 and after his return to duty,
Hausser took command of the first SS coms, the SS-Panzer-Korps.
He skillfully led it during the difficult battles for Kharkov and dor-
ing the battle of Kursk in the summer of 1943. On 28 June, 1944,
he became the first SS officer 10 lead an army, when he was ap-
pointed to command of 7. Armee. He commanded the army during
the bitter fighting in France after the Allies landed in Normandy.
Hausser was wounded again during the breakout of 7. Armee from
the Falaise Pocket and spent the remainder of the year in recovery.
After his retun to duly in early 1945, Hausser took command of
Heeresgruppe G and held this post until April of 1945. This was his
last combat command and at the end of the war, he was serving on
the staff of Oberkommando West.?

Chapter Two: The Creation of the $§-Panzerkorps

SS-Gruppenfiihrer Georg Keppler took command of the divi-
sion in April, 1942, Keppler was also a World War I veteran. After
the war, he spent time in various police units and became a Major
der Polizei of the Schutzpolizei by 1933. In 19335, Keppler lefl the
Police and joined the SS. taking command of [./SS-Standarte-
“Deutschland™ in October, 1935. In the spring of 1938. he was given
command of the newly formed, primarily Austrian SS regiment,
“Der Fiihrer.” Keppler oversaw the transition of the division to full
fledged Panzergrenadier division status.' The most significant ad-
dition to the division was of course the Panzer Regiment.

The first battalion of SS-Panzer-Regiment 2 was formed by
order of the SS-Fithrungshauptam( dated 11 February, 1942. A sec-
ond battalion was formed from cadre of a battalion of Regiment

¢ Yerger, Mark C. Kmghts of Steel: The Structire. Development and Person-
alities of the 2.85- Ponzer- Division. vol. 2 (Lancaster: 1994) pgs 26-27
'® 1bid. pgs 3941,

SS-Srandartenfihrer Heinz Hannel (standing in the conmmand car) gestures while 1alking with Q1o Kumm (left). Durutg the Kharkov fighring of 1943, Harmel was the
commander of “Das Rewch’s™ Regiment “Deutschland.” His first mifitary service was vy the German Army in 1926 bur he hod 10 leave the army when he suffered an eye
mpury. He joined the SS in October of 1935 and reached the rank of SS-Obersturmfiihirer by January, 1938. Harmel tovk command of Regiment " Deutschland m
December of 1941 and held that post untit e was wounded on Ocrober 2, 1943, He laier commanded )0.8S-Paizer-Diwvision “Frundsberg™ and led that wnit uniil the end

of the war. He is still alive ut this writing. (Courtesy of Murk C. Yerger)
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“Langemarck,” a motorcycle regiment which had been attached 1o
the division in mid-1942. The Panzer regiment’s first commander
was SS-Standartenfithrer Herbert Vahl, who was transferred from
the Army. due to the lack of a SS regimental commander with suf-
ficient combat experience in leading Panzer troops. SS-
Obersturmbannfithrer Hans-Albin von Reitzenstein was the first
commander of 1./SS-Panzer-Regiment 2. In October of 1942, a sec-
ond battalion was organized and its commander was SS-
Swrmbannfihrer Christian Tychsen.

Like “Leibstandarte,” the division had two Panzergrenadier
regiments. each with (hree battalions. Regiment “Deutschland’™ was
commanded by SS-Standarenfiihrer Heinz Harmel who began his
Waffen-SS career as a junior officer in Regiment “*Der Fihrer,” He
took command of Regiment “Deutschland” in 1942, commanding
the regiment during the difficult winter and summer battles of 1943.
Harmel was awarded the Knight’s Cross in March, 1943, later win-
ning the Oak Leaves and Swords. The second Panzergrenadier regi-
ment was SS-Panzergrenadier-Regiment “Der Fihrer.” which had
originally been raised in Austria and was led by an outstanding
soldier of the division, SS-Obersturmbannfithrer Owto Kumm.
Kumm won the Knight’s Cross in February, 1942 and subsequently
was awarded the Oak Leaves and Swords (0 the Knight's Cross
during later years of (he war. He was awarded the German Cross in
Gold and was the first solder of “Das Reich™ 10 win the Oakleaves
to the Knight's Cross.

The artillery regiment, SS-Artillerie-Regiment 2, was com-
manded by SS-Oberfihrer Kurt Brasack. who had been an artillery
battalion commander in “Totenkopf™ until March, 1941. On that
date he was transferred 10 5.5S-Panzergrenadier-Division “Wiking™
and commanded [./SS-Artillerie-Regiment 5 until January of 1942,
when he replaced SS-Oberfihrer Dr. Gunther Merk as commander
of the artillery regiment of “Das Reich.” The Aufklarungsableilung
and Sturmgeschiitzabtejlung (assault gun detachment) were estab-
lished and furnished with new men, vehicles and equipment. The
Aufklarungsabteilung was commanded by SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer
Harts Weiss, while SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Walter Kniep led the
Sturmgeschijtze Bataillon. The assault guns of the Stormgeschiitz-
abteilung were to play important roles in the fighting around
Kharkov during the period of February and March of 1943, as did
the Kradschiitzen-Bataillon, commanded by SS-Starmbannfiihrer
Jakob Fick.

During 1942, the Kradschiitzen-Bataillon (motorcycle battal-
ion) underwent several structural and command changes. For atime
the battalion was part of a third regiment of the division, Regiment
“Langemarck,” which had a second mobile battalion under com-
mand of Christian Tychsen. Regiment “‘Langemarck’™ was com-
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Otto Kumm. pictured here with the rank of SS-Obersturmbannfiihrer. was the com-
mander of Regiment ~ Der Fithrer” iy February of 1943. He was a former member
of the SA. who transferred to the SS i 1931 and reuched the rank of SS-
Uniersturmfirer in 1934. After the regiment was jormed in 1938 Kumm o0k com-
mand of 1.7 Der Flilirer”™ and held that posi unil July 11, 1941 when he 1ook
conunand of the regunent. In January of 1941, the requmem way enguyed in ex-
tremely heavy fighting in the Rzhev area and by ihe end of February was reduced to
a total of thirty-five men Kummr was recommended for the Knight's Crosx for his
leadership during thut period He later commanded 7. S5-Fremvillige-Gebirgs-Di-
vision “Prinz Eugen’” and was the last conmmander of > Leibsiandarte.”™ Otto Kumm
s stitl aleve at the time of this writing. (Credit Naiwnal Archives)

manded by Hinrich Schuldt, before he took command of the collec-
tion of S§S and Police troops assigned (0 Anneeabteilung Fretter-
Pico that was designated as Kampfgruppe Schuldt. In October of
1942, Tychsen’s battalion was transferred out of “Langemarck™ and
assigned to the Panzer regiment as cadre for a battalion of SS-Panzer-
Regiment 2. The Kradschiitizen-Bataillon reynained intact and was
commanded by SS-Sturmbannfihrer Jakob Fick. The battalion was
a versatile. fast moving detachyment with 4 companies of Grena-
diers mounted on motorcycles and a moltorized heavy company.
The schwere (heavy) 5./Kompanie consisted of a platoon of anti-



tank guns, a platoon of inlaniry howilzers angd a Pioniere (combat
engineer) platoon."

SS-Swurmgeschiitz-Abiteilung 2 was formed in October of 1942
and equipped with the new, high velocity L40 gun of 7.5¢m, which
replaced the stubby barreled 7.5 infantry howitzer that was stan-
dard for the early models of the assault guns. The battalion had
three batteries of seven guns and an additional Sturmgeschiitze com-
mang vehicle. An April 1942 order from the SS-Fiihrungshauptamt.
stated that if available, (hree addilional assault guns, outfitted with
10.5cm howitzers, were to be added to each battery. [t 1s not known
if these vehicles were assigned (o the batalion while it was training
in France. although Ernst August Krag. a former commander of 2./
$S-Swmmgeschiitzabteilung 2, informed Mark Yerger, the Ameri-
can historian, that the bautalion had twenty-eight vehicles when it
returned (o Russia. Krag had previously served in the artillery regi-
ment and as a company commander in the Aufklidrungsabieilung.
before taking over command of his assault gun battery."

3.SS-Panzergrenadier-Division‘“Totenkopf™

and Theodor Eicke

Theodor Eicke was born in October 1892 and joined the Army in
1909. He served as a paymaster in two different Bavarian infantry
regiments, winmng the [ron Cross. 2nd Class. Afier the war Eicke
found employment as a Police officer but had difficulty finding
steady employmenl. due primarily (o his anti-government activi-
tes. which cost him jobs in both the security police and criminal
police. In 1923 he secured employment as a security officer for 1.
G. Farben in Ludwigshafen, a job which lasted unti] 1932, By (hat
time Eicke was already a member of the Nazi Party, having joined
in 1928. He was a member of the SA until August 20, 1930, when
he Iransferred to the SS.

After recognizing his considerable organizational abilities.
Himmler appointed him commander of the concentration camp at
Dachau in 1933. While at (his post Eicke developed a harsh and
brutal codified system of conduct for the men of the camp guards,
known as the SS-"Totenkopfverbinde.” The men of the
“Totenkopfverbinde™ guarded the camp’s inmates, who were mostly
political detainees of one type or another at that time. Eicke’s sys-
tem was considered by Himmler 1o be so successful that on July 4.
1934, the Reichsfiihrer appointed him as Inspector of Konzen(ration-
lager and SS “‘Totenkopfverbande,” placing him in command of
the entire camp guard organization.

" Yerger, Mark C. Knights of Steel. pgs. 25-28.
L 1bid. pgy 95-98.
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Theodore Eicke, the first commander of 3. $S-Panzergrenadicr-Division “Totenkopf”
He served in the German Army durung World War 1, winmng the tron Crosx 2nd
Class and several Bavarian Army awards. Before the war Eicke scrved i a number
of Police detachments butseas dismissed becanse of his radical political views. He
joined the SS in 1930 and found his lif¢'s calling, reaching the rank of 8S-
Standartenfithrer in 1934 In 1934 Ercke was given command of the 88 concentra-
tion campy and camp guard wnis. a posrion which ideally suved him Beginmng i
1939, he organized and trained a division created from the Totenkopfverbinde (camp
guard wnits) which becume 3.88-Division “Torenkopf.” (Credit National Archives)

Each of four main camps was garrisoned by an SS guard regi-
ment or SS-Totenkopf-Standarte. By September (938 there were
four SS-Totenkopf-Standarien, which included “‘Oberbayern™ at
Dachau, “Brandenburg” at Sachsenhausen. “Thuringen” at
Buchenwald and SS-Totenkopf-Standane 1V at Linz. There were
also 50,000 men in reserve Totenkopfverbande or in various auxil-
iary units.

The prewar guard units were jnstructed according to Eicke’s
blend of political instruction, mental conditioning and paramilitary
training. Just as Dietrich did not initiaily consider his troops to be
under command of Hausser's SS Verfiigungstruppen. Eicke em-
phasized to his men that they were a unit apart from the other armed
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formations of Germany, even the other SS formations. He stated
that “We belong neither to the army nor to the police nor to the
Verfligungstruppen; our cohesion is based upon the comradeship
inherent in our National Socialist ideology.’

Just before the outbreak of war,
Totenkopfverbande changed radically, as had the mission originally
assigned 10 “Leibstandarie.” An August 17, 1938 decree by Hitler
expressly delineated the wartime duties and status of (he milita-
rized formations of the SS. This directive stated that the SS
Verfiigungstruppen included. in addition 10 Hausser’s three regi-
ments, “Leibstandarte,” the Junkerschulen and Eicke's

the status of the

Totenkopfverbande, including the reserve Totenkopf-Standarten. It
was inconspicuously specified that the reserve Totenkopfverbande
regimments were (o provide replacements for the armed SS units in
the event of war. This statement, little noted at the time, provided
Himmler with the means (o covertly expand the prewar Waffen-SS
by actively recruiting men into the SS reserve Standarien. Since
there were no manpower limits placed on the reserve regiments,
the SS was allowed (o recruit as nany men as it could sign up.

Hitler gave military legitimacy (o the Waffen-SS when he ex-
plicitly stated that the armed SS would go to war under command
of the Army. This arrangement was accepted by the Aty in a Sep-
tember 7. 1938 regulation that also stated that the members of the
‘SS militarized formations . . . had the same rights and duties as
soldiers of the Wehrmacht for the duration of their incorporation.’
Although the Army had previously balked at bestowing these nghts
upon Eicke's camp guards, this decree technically legitimized their
status as military units.

In October 1939, three SS “Totenkopf™” Standarten were used
to form the core of the SS-"Totenkopf’-Division. which was a com-
pletely motorized unit under the command of Eicke. A divisional
staff was chosen, administrative units established and support units
such as anti-1ank, reconnaissance, supply and artillery were orga-
nized and trained. For the first time, there was a substantial influx
of personnel from the other military units of the Waffen-SS, in¢lud-
ing transfers from the Verfiigungsiruppen and the reserve SS
Standarten. When war began, Eicke's division was not ready to
participate in the Polish invasion as a combat unit, primarily due 10
the lack of sufficient training time and organizational difficulties.

After the defeat of Poland, Eicke pushed his men and officers
mercilessly through an intensive schedule of training designed to
develop military proficiency and command competence. Eicke's
determined efforts began to bear fruit on 2 April, 1940, when
Generaloberst Maximilian von Weichs, commander of 2. Armee,
visited a divisional training exercise. Up to that time, Von Weichs
held a low opinion of Eicke’s men. considering them little more
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$S-Standarienfichrer Hellmuih Becker, the commander of SS-"Totenkopf”
Panzergrenadier-Regiment 3. which later became known as Regiment “Eicke™ af-
ter the death of division commander Theodore Excke. Becker jomned the German
Arniy i 1920 and was an NCO in several nunits before leaving the Army in 1932, In
February, 1933 Becker jouned the SS afier brief service in the SA. Benwveen 1935 and
1939 he commanded a variety of Yorenkopf formations until taking command of 1./
SS- “Totenkopf™ Infaiuerie-Regiment 1 in November of 1939. In March, 1942 afier
promotion to SS-Oberstirmbannfiihrer he took command of SS-"Totenkopf™
Infanserie-Regiment 3. He became dvision conmmander in 1944, serving in that po-
sitton until the end of the war, surrendering fo the American Ariny. He went info
Soviet capnviry afier the Unuied States Army turned the men of the division over to
the Russians. Becker was execused in Februury of 1952, while serving wiih a recon-
struction unit made up of German prisoners. (Credit National Archives)

than a semi-trained formation of camp thugs. However, he was vis-
ibly impressed when he discovered that the division was fully mo-
torized and lavishly equipped. As the day went on, von Weichs re-
alized that the division, soon (o be under his command, was a mod-
ern, well equipped vnit and he was impressed with the obvious su-
perb physical condition of the men. He noted their aggressive spirit
during combat exercises.

'3 Sydnor, Charles W. Soldiers of Destruction: The 8§ Dearh's Head Division-
1933-1945. (Princeton: 1977) pg. 82-84.



The anitude of the Army officers gradually began (o change
from ““cold and hostile™ (Eicke’s description) to a niore enthusiastic
acceptance. It is interesting to note that von Weichs had difficulty
in spotting the movements of camouflaged SS troops carrying out a
assault training exercise. This was similar 10 Hitler’s experience
during his earlier observation of the Ver{iigungstruppen. After these
visits, Von Weichs was personally instrumental in obtaining guns
for a heavy artillery battery. as well as seeing to it that gunnery
training was provided for Eicke’s artillery units at Army artillery
schools.

War experience gained during the fighting in France greatly
benefited the division. Officers and men who were not suited for
combal, due to physical, mental or emotional weakness were weeded
oul. Eicke had no patience with those who did not exhibit sufficient
fighting spirtt or did not possess the trait that he valued over all
others, which was instant obedience 10 orders.

As a result of the combat experience gained in France, a much
improved combat division entered Russia in June of 1941, By the
end of (he year, the division was in the Demyansk area, where it
was encircled along wjth most of [1. Armeekorps. It remained
trapped in the pocket from January to October of 1942 and Eicke
and his division played a major role in the successful defense of the
perimeter. After Eicke was evacuated with severe foot wounds and
lower leg nerve damage, the division was placed under command
ot regimental commander Max Simon. In spite of repeated demands
that he be allowed to resume command of his division, Himmler
refused to allow Eicke lo return to Russia. Simon, in constant com-
munication with Eicke during his absence, believed that the divi-
sion would be completely destroyed by the losses it sustained dur-
ing the remainder of 1942,

In October of 1942, the division was finally pulled out of the
pocket and evacuated through a narrow corridor punched through
the encircling Russian troops. When “Totenkopf” was withdrawn
from the Demyansk satient, the division had nearly been destroyed.
numbering only about 6500 men, from a peak strength of 20,000
men in June of 194). This was in spite of the fact that the division
received thousands of replacements during the long months of fight-
ing. Many of the men who were evacuated from the pocket were in
such poor shape that 30% were not fit for further active military
service. Those who were able to recover required many weeks of
recuperation after the physical and meatal stresses of the bitter fight-
ing."

The division still had shortages of (rained officers, non-com-
missioned officers and men in December of 1942. Some units of

" 1bid. pg. 230.
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the division had actually ceased to exist during the Demyansk batdes
and had to be reconstituted completely. “Totenkopf” assembled in
nine training camps near Angouleme, France. under temporary com-
mand of |. Armee, commanded by Generaloberst Blaskowitz. Hitler
had personally ordered Eicke (0 have his division ready for combat
on [0 January, 1943. This provided considerably less time for train-
ing than the other two S§S divisions had been given but Eicke had
great talents for organizatnon and administration. Under bis harsh
and watchful eye, the division staff immediately began the trans-
fonmation into a full fledged Panzergrenadier Division.

Some of the process of rebuilding began in France before lhe
remnants of the division were pulled out of Russia. A former 1a of
the division, SS-Obersturmbannfiihrer Heinz Lammerding. was
assigned to direct the training and organization of the new units.
Thousands of new recruits. a number of specialty troops and new
weapons and vehicles arrived from training and replacement de-
pots all over Germany and Europe. The division received 6000 re-
cruits to replace the losses of 1942. Many of these were 17 and 18
year old volunteers and conscripts, who evidently were not very
impressive in their physical or mental make up. The first group of
[500 arrived after undergoing five to cight weeks of basic training
with cither SS-Totenkopf-Infanterie-Ersatz-Bataillon I in Warsaw
or SS-Totenkopf-Infanterie-Ersatz-Bataillon 111 in Kuhberg. Eicke
complained to Hitler and Himmler that most of them were of me-
diocre quality and lacked sufficient training. He also remained dis-
turbed by weapon and equipment shortages and bombarded
Himmler's office with a constant barrage of complaints and requests
for tanks, equipment and be(ter human material."

The division structure was similar to the organization of the
other two SS divisions, with one exception. In addition to its (wo
Panzergrenadier regiments, the division was assigned a third, mo-
torized infantry regiment. An existing SS formation, the motorized
SS-Infanterie-Regiment 9, was combined with the remnants of SS-
Totenkopf-Kradschiitzen-Bataillon in order to create a unique regi-
ment. The new regiment was named SS-Schiitzen-Regiment “Thule”
and was a mobile, combined arms formation with impressive
amounts of heavy weapons. Its infantry companies were equipped
with trucks. heavy cars or the new Volkswagen Schwimmwagen
and had mortar and heavy machine gun platoons. Each of the two
battalions of the regiment had a heavy company, which was equipped
with 7.5cm infantry howitzers, anti-tank guns and a Pioniere pla-
toon. Two companies of the regiment, 3. and 7. Kompanie, were
supplied with SPWs (armored cars and half tracks). The regiment
also had additional anti-tank guns and other heavy weapons, such

15 Sydnot. pg. 260-263.
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Hermann Priesy, the ariillery regimenr commander of
“Totenkopf.” Priess joined the German Army in 1919,
left 10 serve in Freikorps “von Brandis™ for several
nonihs and then re-enlisted. remaining in the Arimy untif
1931. He joined the 5§ in 1933 and the following year
was lransferred to the SS-Verfiigungsiruppen. He took
artillery trammg courses during 1939, later beconung
a battalion cosmander in the artillery regiment of the
SS-Verfiigung<division In 1940 he became the artil-
lery regiment commander in Eicke’s “Totenkopf™ divi-
ston, a post he held untit taking 1emporary command
of the division in April of 1943, In October. 1943 he
100k full command of *Totenkopf™ and commanded
both XHILSS-Armeckorps ond 1.8S-Ponzer-Korps be-
Sore the end of the war. (Credit National Archives)

Heinz Lammenrding, pictured afier his promotion 1o §S-
Brigadefithrer. was the commander of SS-Schiitzen-
Regiment “Thule ™ during the Kharkov campaign. The
regimeni was derached from the rest of the division for
most of the fighting. In the prewar years he earned a
degree in engineering from the Brunswick Techmecal
School and was employed as an engincer umil 1931
In April. 1935 Lammerding joined the SS. after which
he was appointed 1o the formation staff of the Pioniere
battalion of the $S-Verfugungsdivision. He tanght com-
bar engineering ail Junkerschule Braunschweig umiil
leaving 10 become the first conumander of “Torenkopf's™
Pioniere Bataillon. After promosion 1o SS-Obersturm-
bannfuhrer he 100k command of Regiment “Thule " witil
July, 1943. He commanded ~Das Reich™ 1 1944 and
later served as la of Heeresgruppe Weichsel. He sur-
vived the war and dicd from cancer in 1971, (Courtesy

SS-Standarienfiihrer Max Stmon was the commander
of S5-"Totenkopf™-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1 and
way a trusted subordinate of Theodor Eicke. He was
also a veteran-of World War | and won the Iron Cross
2nd Class. After leaving the Ay in 1929 vouth the rank
of Wachtmeister. Simon jouned the 8S in 1933, He was
commissioned as an $S-Uniersturmfiihrer m Novem-
ber 1934, subsequenily assuming command of the guard
detachment at Sachsenburg concentration camp When
Eicke esiablished the division. he named Simon 10 com-
mand “Totenkopf™ Infunterie-Regiment 1. He ook com-
mand of the diviston at Excke’s death and laier com-
manded 16. SS§-Panzergrenadier-Division-~ Reichs-
Sflilrer-8S." finishing the war at the head of X111, SS-
Armieekorpy. He died of heart failure in 1961, (The
anthor’s collection)

of Mark C Yerger)

as motorized Flak guns in various configurations, making it a for-
mation possessing a great deal of firepower and mobility.™

By the end of the summer, the first 1130 new SS recruits began
(o arrive for training. Also on hand were training battalions of artil-
lery under SS-Swrmbannfiihrer Josef Swientek. a Flak Abteilung
commanded by SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Otto Kron and a Panzerjdger-
Kompanic under SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Georg Bochmann, in addi-
tion to companies of infantry gun and Pioniere troops. While the
new regiment was trained and organized. the original regiments
and battalions of Eicke's battered division received new weapous.
Most of the regimental, battalion and company commanders were
veterans of the Demyansk ordeal and were trusted by Eicke.

'e Vopersal, Wollgang, Soldaten - Kampfer - Kameraden, Marsch and Kampfe
der $S-Torenkopf- Division. (Osnabrick: 1987) pg. 29.
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SS-“Totenkopf”-Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1, consisting of
three battalions, was commanded by SS-Standartenftihrer Hellmuth
Becker. The half track battalion of the regiment was commanded
by one of the outstanding soldiers of the division, SS-
Sturmbannfiithrer Ofto Baum. Baum had been awarded the Knight's
Cross on 8 May, 1942, for valor during the fighting in the Demyansk
salient. He Jater won the Oak Leaves and Swords and by the end of
the war served as a divisional commander. The second
Panzergrenadier regiment was SS-Totenkopf-Panzergrenadier Regi-
ment 3, which was commanded by SS-Standartenfiihrer Max Simon.
The regiment had three battalions, which were supplied with trucks
and heavy cars. One company of each battalion was a heavy com-
pany, equipped with heavy machine guns. mortars and infaniry guns.
Both regiments had attached support troops and additional heavy
weapons, including motorized Flak guns and anti-tank guns.



The SS-Artillecie-Regiment 3. consisting of 4 battalions. was
commanded by SS-StandartenfGhrer Hermann Priess, who later took
over the division command and led “Totenkopf™” during the battle
of Kursk, in the summer of 1943. The reconnaissance battalion,
SS-Aufklariingsabteilung 3, was commanded by SS-Sturmbann-
filhrer Walier Bestmann and SS-Sturmgeschiitz-Abteilung 3 (as-
sault gun battalion) was led by SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Werner Korff.
SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Max SeeJa commanded SS-Pioniere-Abteilung
3, while SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Armin Grunen led SS-Panzerjiger-
Abtejlung 3, the anti-tank baualion.

The first commander of SS-Panzer-Regiment 3 was SS-
Swrmbannfiihrer Karl Leiner, who was trusted by Eicke but had no
previous experience commanding tanks. Training began in June,
1942, at the Panzer (raining area located a1 Weimar-Buchenwald.
Key personnel were trained at various Army Panzer schools and in
Ocltober, the orders were issued to establish a second Panzer battal-
ion. Tanks for the regiment were initially in short supply and the
first battalion received only six tanks by June, 1942. I was October
before the men and officers. as well as the necessary technical spe-
cialists for both batialions assembled. SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Erwin
Meierdress commanded 1./SS-Panzer-Regiment 3 and SS-
Hauptsturmfithrer Eugen Kunstmann took command of 1[./SS-
Panzer-Regiment 3.

Most of the first 1anks thal were supplied 10 Eicke’s division
were Panzer 1lls, although it possessed a few of the more modern
Panzer 1Vs. The heavy company of the Panzer regiment, which
was (0 be cquipped with “Tigers,” was not established until No-
vember, [ts personnel were assisted in their traimng by Army troops
of Schwere Panzer-Abteilung 502, an independent “Tiger” tank
battalion. However, the SS company initially had no “Tigers” of its
own and most of the training was conducted using Panzer I1ls. This
was an unsatisfactory arrangement because the capabilities, techni-
cal needs, handling characteristics and operational tactics associ-
aled with the “Tiger” tank were completely different from the Panzer
[11. Not until January of 1943 did the company actually receive its
full complement of “Tigers.” which left little time for the tank crews
to master the use of the technically more complex heavy tanks. The
lack of training time for the Panzer Regiment was evident in some
of the first operations of the regiment.”

The preparation and training of the division was further dis-
rupted on 8 November, 1942, by (he American landings in North
Africa, which forced Hitler to occupy Vichy France in order to se-
cure the Mediterranean coastline in southern France. Late in De-
cember the detached elements of the division were finally replaced

¥ Vopersal, pg. 41-43 and 7§.
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S8-Sturmbannfiihrer Karl Letner, here pictured in civilian dress, was the commander
of the newly established SS-Panzer-Regtmenr 3. when " Totenkopf™ returned to Rus-
sia in early 1943. In 1939, Leiner was an SS-Oberstunnfiihrer in the S§ Regiment
“Heimwehr Danzig.” He commanded the Panzerjigerabteilung of “Torenkopf™ m
1940, and attended o short Staff officer training course for banalion conmanders ar
an Army Punzeriruppen Schule. n March of 1941 Lemer took command of ~Das
Reich's™ Punzerjigerabieilung until he was wounded in action on July 22, 1941,
Leiner did not show great aptitude for handling Panzer troops and although he had
becn trusted by Eicke, was replaced by SS-Sturmbannfihrer Eugen Kanstmann when
Hermann Priess 100k command of the division i April of 1943. (Courtesy of Mark
C. Yerger)

by a security division and began the return to their former training
camps. However, the time lost could not be made up and the sched-
ule of training was severely disrupted. Eicke sent a message to
Himmler complaining that his division could not possibly be ready
to return to Russia on the date expected. Eicke explained that half
of his vehicles were not in serviceable condition and the Panzer
regiment had received less than half of its tanks. In addition, the
conmumunications units were critically short of radios and (rained
personne! and 60 per cent of the drivers had received less than ad-
equate instruction. Eicke estimated that nearly three quarters of the
new recruits were not adeguately familiar with their weapons.

by
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On 3 January, 1943, Himmler met with Hitler to explain the
sitvation and Himmler was told he could have an additional four
weeks of training time for Eicke. However, the emergency situa-
tion on the Eastern Front was worsening with every day that passed
and 1t was clear that there would be no further delays. The division
had 10 be ready to return to Russia in early February, whether train-
ing was concluded or not.

Preparation resumed at a feverish pace, as Eicke implemented
a crash training program and drove every member of the division
through a grueling schedule of training and weapons familiariza-
tion. Field exercises continued nearly around the clock, winter cloth-
ing and boots began (o arrive and the division’s vehicles were painted
with winter white camouflage. On 19 January, an order arrived at
Eicke’s Headquarters, stating that the division would entrain for
Russia beginning on 31 January. Shortages of various kinds contin-
ved (o plague Eicke. up until the last minute before departure. Some
of the division's units did not receive their full complement of ve-
hicles and new weapons until the third week of January, only days
before the first irains were to arrive,

The trains returning the division to the east began to pull into
nearby railroad stations late in the month, and Joading began on 3 1
January, 1943. The [./Regiment “Thule,” commanded by SS-
Hauptsturmfihrer Emst Haussler. left France on the first train leav-
ing the Angouleme training camps. With the departure of this unit
of *“Totenkopf™ troops. the last division of the newly established
SS-Panzer-Korps was on its way to Russia. Other units of the divi-
sion continued their training schedule literally until the last hour
before they were to begin to load on the trains leaving for Russia.
While Eicke’s men worked to prepare for the coming fighting. the
other two divisions of the SS-Panzer-Korps were already in Rus-

sla.

“Das Reich” and ‘“Leibstandarte” — The Return to
the Eastern Front

On 31 December, 1942, Manstein received a communiqué from
OKH which stated that Hitler had decided to send the SS divisions
to Manstein’s Heeresgruppe Siid. Hitler’s intention was to assemble
the SS-Panzer-Korps near Kharkov and conduct a relief operation
for Stalingrad using the newly equipped SS Panzergrenadier divi-
sions. In January, SS-Panzer-Korps was ordered transferred 10 Rus-

L
o

sia, although adequate transportation was not available at thal time
and “Totenkopf™ had not had sufficient uime 1o complete all of its
reorganization and rebuilding. “Das Reich” and “Leibstandarte”™
were ready for combat. but the lack of sufficient numbers of trains
to transport the divisions prevented their immediate return to Rus-
sia.

After weeks of delays in organizing transportation to the east,
the operation to use the SS divisions to rescue the defenders of
Stalingrad became unnecessary after the deterioration of the situa-
tion there. Hitler then decided to use the SS divisions to defend the
city of Kharkov. At 1200 hours, 29 January. 1943. *Das Reich” and
the
Generalkommando-SS-Panzer-Korps, under Hausser. The SS divi-

“Leibstandarte” were officially subordinated to
sions were ordered to proceed to Kharkov, where a provisional
Armeeabteilung was organizing and preparing to defend the Oskul
River, some 90 kilometers east of the city. Armeeabteilung Lanz,
named for its commander, General der Gebirgstruppen Hubert Lanz,
was faced with a critical situation, as Operalion “Star” was already
in full swing. The divisions of three armies of the Voronezh Front
were approaching the city from the east, with over 300 tanks and
200,000 men.

The SS divisions were arriving just as a Soviet storm was de-
scending upon Kharkov. The fighting for the city would threaten 1o
destroy both “Leibstandarte” and “Das Reich” before *“Totenkopf™
could even arrive in Russia. Adolf Hitler, with his passion for hold-
ing territory to the last man, nearly destroyed the divisions before
Manstein was able (0 use them to Jaunch a counterattack. Only
through the courageous action of Paul Hausser. the senior soldier
of the armed SS formations. were the two divisions, along with
“Grossdeutschland,” spared from destruction. Hausser risked his
career and even possibly his life, when he decided 1o defy a direct
order from Adolf Hitler that would have probably resulted in the
annihilation of “Das Reich” and “Leibslandarte.” Hausser's action
came at a lime when the Germans could not afford (o lose the two
SS divisions to satisfy Hitler’s desire to hold the city. The two SS
Panzergrenadier divisions, along with “Totenkopf,” were the only
German Panzer divisions in southern Russia that would be even
close to fuil strength in early 1943. Without them, the counterat-
tack of 4. Panzerarmee, which began in February of 1943, would
not have been possible and the course of the wac in Russia could
have been altered dramatically.



OPERATIONS “GALLOP” AND “STAR”

Preliminary Soviet Operations - January 1942
Throughout late December and early January, Heeresgruppe Don
uneasily watched the unfolding developments along the entire
Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico front. The initiative was entirely in
the hands of the Russians, because they had adequate reserves to
launch a scries of offensives which shatiered the southern flank of
Heeresgruppe B and opened a huge gap in the German lines when
the 8th Italian Army fell apart. During the last weeks of January,
while Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico struggled to hold the northern
Donets with its assortment of troops. Manstein's Armeeabteilung
Hollids was just beginning a tortuous withdrawal from the Don River
10 the Donets River southeast of Kamensk. The 4. Panzerarmee
was trying to withdraw from the Caucasus before it was trapped by
a Soviet thrust aimed at the city of Rostov.

While the Germans struggled to accomplish even modest op-
erations. the Russians planned and cxecuted one offensive after the
other. Of great importance to the Soviets was regaining the use of
the laweral railway lines opposite Heeresgruppe B positions, par-
ticularly the Liski-Kantemirovka-Millerovo-Kamensk line. Accord-
ing 10 Shtemenko, the Soviet High Command was ‘convinced that
no fresh large-scale offensive operations could be carried out with-
out possession of this railway.” It is assumed that Shtemenko was
referring to the Soviet intention of thrusting across the Northern
Donets River in the Voroshilovgrad-Kamensk area and advancing
10 the Sea of Azov.'

The Stavka viewed securing this line as critical for mainte-
nance of proper lines of supply for subsequent offensives. Some
Russian forces had advanced more than 250 kilometers from the

' Shiemenko, S.M., The Soviet General Staff at War: 1941-1945. (Moscow:
1970) pg. 97
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nearest rail lines and the Soviet logistical system was not able to
supply the amounts of fuel. weapons and men necessary to sustain
operations further 1o the west. This was primarily due to the lack of
sufficient numbers of supply trucks, personnel carricrs and prime
movers for artillery. Poor road systems and bad weather were added
factors that increased the difficuliies of providing supplies to the
formations conducting deep operations. Supplies were slow to ar-
rive and often inadequate to keep Soviet mobile spearheads mov-
ing and properly supplied.

Stalin was undoubtedly informed that during Operation “Little
Sawum,” Soviet tank and mechanized corps, while engaged in ex-
ploiting breakthroughs. had seen their fighting power gradually dis-
sipate in the course of sustained operations. This was largely due to
inadequate force structure and poor logistical organization. There
were instances where tanks and other equipment was lost due to
lack of fuel or ammunition while in combat against adequately sup-
plied German mobile units. However, in spite of the recognition of
these deficiencies. the Russian high command made no significant
corrections in its force structure and ordered new offensives for
late Janvary.

On 21 December, 1942, Sialin issued a directive calling for an
attack by General F.I. Golikov’s Voronezh Front, in order to regain
the Liski-Kantemirovka-Millerovo-Kamensk railroad line and fur-
ther reduce German and Axts strength in the area. This attack was
known as the Ostrogozhsk-Rossosh Operation and was carried out
by Golikov's Front. The goal of the operation was (o eliminate the
Hungarian 2nd Anmny, which held the center of the Heeresgruppe B
sector. The main blow was struck by the 3rd Tank Army and fell
upon the Hungaran/German forces north of the Kantemirovka area.
which the Russian command believed was the weakest point of the
Axis defenses. The 3rd Tank Army consisted of the 12th and | 5th
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Tank Corps, four rifle divisions and some additional artillery. At
the last minute, Golikov’s Front received additional infantry, ski
troops and a tank brigade, which he assigned to the 3rd Tank Army.?

The 3rd Tank Army was commanded by Major General P.S.
Rybalko, one of the rising stars of Soviet armored operations in
1942. Rybalko was Ukrainian. born near Kharkov and served as an
ordinary soldier in the infantry during World War 1. He was a mem-
ber of the Red Guards during the Civil War and began to show his
command ability during this period. Toward the end of the Civil
War he commanded the 61st Cavalry Regiment. Rybalko subse-
quently attended the Frunze Military Academy and after complet-
ing his course of instruction, later commanded the 7th Cavalry Regi-
ment. He took an additional three year program of command stud-
ies at Frunze and shortly before the invasion of Russia taught at the
Kazan Tank School. At the direction of Stalin, Rybalko was given
command of the 3rd Tank Army in 1942 and he led the army through-
out the entire war.’

The execution of the Front's operation benefited from the pres-
ence of both Marshal Georgi Zhukov, appointed by Stalin as his
Deputy Supreme Commander in 1942 and the chief of the Soviet
General Staft, General A.M. Vasilevsky. After 3 Janvary. Zhukov
and Vasilevsky 100k over the planning for the attack. The prepara-
tions were characierized by Zhukov’s typical thoroughness and at-
tention to detail, as well as insistence on the codified methods of
secrecy, deception and tight security known as “maskirovka.™
Maskirovka was the Soviel term for established principles of mili-
tary concealment, disinformation and deception that were used to
hide Soviet intentions from the enemy and to conceal force move-
ments and concentralions.

The concentration of Soviet forces opposite the Hungarians
went Jargely undetected. contributing greatly to the element of sur-
prise once the operation began. Although the Soviets did not al-
ways display great skill in the area of deception before Stalingrad.
they learned many valuable lessons during that campaign regard-
ing the value of surprise concentration of forces and the clouding,
if not outright concealment of (heir intentions. By mid-war Lhe
Russians were often able to build up enormous (roop concentra-
tions and supply dumps while the exact size and purpose of Soviet
forces remained unclear because the amount of information col-
lected by German intelligence was insufficient (o correctly predict
Russian intentions. This was of great value to the Russians because
it served to induce the factor of uncertainty into the German reac-
tion 10 the information that was available.

* Erickson. John. The Road 10 Berlin. (Boulder 1983) pg. 33.

' Glamz, David. Jukes Geofirey. Erickson. John et al. Sratin’s Generals (New
York: 1993) pg. 209-214,

* Enckson. pg 33.
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ltalign infantry of the Alpimi Corps in Russia and a light infantry gun in 1942, Like
the Rumanians and Hungarians, the Italian troops serving on the Eastern Front had
litrte mottvation to fight well and were ofien poorly led by iheir officers. The Halian
arrillery was adequate, particularly in the elire divisions, bur the infantry suffered
Srom the lack of an effective anti~tank gun. (Credit National Arcinuves)

The Germans normally realized that something was in the air
before Russian attacks began and they often knew the general area
in which operations were likely (0 occur. but frequently they could
nol predict anything else with confidence. The intention of Soviet
maneuver elements was suspected, but their exact location gener-
ally remained undetected. In some cases, Soviet forces literally
seemed 10 disappear before the Germans eyes. On one occasion,
the location of the armor of the 18th Tank Corps remained hidden
while it regrouped just before the launching of Operation *‘Gallop.”
Although they intercepted radio communications the Germans mis-
takenly thought that the corps was northeast of Voroshilovgrad, when
in reality it was in assembly areas northwest of the (own, preparing
for the launching of “Gallop.”

The Soviets did not have enough time to plan extensive. Front
level “maskirovka” preparations before the start of “Gallop” or
“Star,” due (o the fact that the armies of both Voronezh Front and
Southwestern Front were actively engaged in combat operations.
However. it is apparent that routine implementation of “maskirovka™
principles occurred at the tactical level, as evidenced by the ex-
amples cited above.

The Ostrogozhsk-Rossosh Operation was planned to begin on
[2 January, but delays due to assembly and supply difficulties caused
the assault 10 be postponed untjl 14 January. Prehminary recon-
naissance attacks in battalion strength began on the night of 12-13
Janvary and resulted in some unexpected successes. A 40th Army
rifle battalion, probing in the direction of the army’s main attack,
broke through the Axis lines unexpectedly and was able (o capture
a section of the first trench line. Moskalenko quickly seized this



opportunily and committed additional troops, quickly building up
a formidable bridgehead from which the main attack could jump
off. Other probes along the front of the army were able to gain
footholds in various sectors and were similarly reinforced. These
activities succeeded in unnerving the Axis divisions before the main
attack even began and contributed to their rapid collapse once the
operation commenced.

The Hungarian 7th Infantry Division was routed during the
opening operations of the offensive on the following day, abandon-
ing its section of the Jine in panic. The Soviets realized what was
happening very quickly and skillfully exploited the fluid situation.
Goljkov committed the tank corps of Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army on
[4 January, enabling his attack to gain 7 kilometers of ground by
the end of the day. Rybalko's tank columns quickly smashed through
the center of the Hungarian positions and pushed forward nearly
twenty kilometers before evening of the second day. The huge gap
in the center of the army'’s front could not be closed and subsequent
Soviet successes broke the back of the Hungarian 2nd Army. So-
viet mechanized troops and cavalry routed the [talian 5th [nfantry
Division several days later and the defenses of the entire army
quickly began 1o disintegrate. The army had no operational mobile
reserves available with any hope of restoring the situation. By the
third day of the Soviet offensive. there was little remaining orga-
nized resistance and the army was reduced (o fleeing mobs of sol-
diers who were concerned only with escape from the Russians. The
Soviet atlacks obliterated the Hungarian army, completely destroy-
ing its combat effectiveness, although German detachments retained
their unijt cohesion and fought back tenaciously.

After the collapse of the Hungarians, Heeregruppe B could do
little to restore the front on its southern flank. A gap of more than
100 miles in width was created by the disintegration of the 2nd
Army, a situation which presented another opportunity to the So-
viet command. Realizing the desperate situation that Heeresgruppe
B found itself in after the Hungarian rout, Vasilevsky proposed that
the Voronezh Front launch a subsequent attack, literally from the
march. This attack, known as the Voronezh-Kastormoye Operation,
was directed at Heeresgruppe B's German 2. Armee, commanded
by Feldmarchal Maximilian von Weichs, which held (he southern
sector of the Heeresgruppe Front.

The German 2. Armee defended the area west of Voronezh and
found itself in a dangerous sitvation after the collapse of the Hun-
garians to the north and the [talians to its south. Vasilevsky pro-
posed (o attack 2. Armee with Major General N.P. Pushkov’s [3th
Army and three armies of Golikov’s Front. The plan for the
Voronezh-Kastornoe operation proposed to attack von Weich’s
twelve divisions on both flanks of the salient which had been formed
by the earlier Soviet operations.

Chapter Three: Operations “Gallop™ and “Siar™

The Soviet Voronezh-Kastornoye Operation was launched af-
ter a heavy artillery preparation and immediately met with success.
in spite of terrible weather conditions. A heavy falling snow and a
dense fog limited visibility in the early hours of the moming, which
caused the Sovict artillery preparation to be delayed until late in the
moming. [n the 3rd Tank Army sector. the artillery fire on the for-
ward enemy positions Jasted a half hour. When it lifted and shified
to rear areas, the Russian rifle divisions began their attacks, which
met with early success. After the Soviet infantry overran the posi-
tions of the defending Axis troops. the Soviet armor rolled forward.
The 12th and 15th Tank Corps were ordered to begin their attacks
and prompuly penetrated the Axis front.

By the following day, the 15th Tank Corps cut the Rossosh-
Rovenki road and the 12th Tank Corps reached the town of Rossosh
itself. The Italian infantry regiment defending Rossosh fell apart,

%

General der Infanterie Karl Hollid! was the commander of Armeeabtethung Rothdy
in late 1942, His conmmand was made up of various Axis and German 1roops which
Sell back 1o the west after the fall of Stalinigrad. By February of 1943 Armecabieitung
Hollidr established uself in defensive positions on the veest bank of the Mins River,
where it remained until Augnst of 1943 when a Soviei offensive launched afier the
batile of Kursk dislodged the army. which had been renamed 6. Armee by that date
(Credit Narional Archives)
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with many of its men surrendering to the Russians as soon as Rus-
sian 1anks made their first appearance. The Italian regimental com-
mander was captured, along with his entire staff. The [talian Alpine
Corps was cut off in the Podgornoye area by the advance of the
Soviet armor but insufficient Russian infantry was assigned (o re-
duce the pocket and the Tialians broke out of their encirclement. As
they withdrew west. the ltalians caused some confusion along the
communications lines of the 12th Tank Corps. but did not seriously
disrupt the advance of the Russian tank comps.*

Deep snow and icy roads made supply very difficalt and the
Russians armored columns began to run short of fuel and ammuni-
tion on the third day of the attack. This situation was remedied by
emergency resupply by air. Soviet planes located the tanks by sig-
nal fires and landed on makeshift airfields with (ins of fuel or flew
at exiremely low altitudes and made emergency drops of supplies.
The 13th Army drove towards Kastornoye and within days 2.
Armee’s two southern corps were encircled by the Soviets. The
remaining northern corps gave ground slowly northward and was
hard pressed to avoid major breakthroughs along its front. On 28
January. the Soviet 13th Army closed in on Kastornoye from the

* Armstrong. Richard N Red Army Tank Commanders ~ The Armored Guands.
(Atglen: 1994) pg.168.
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north while Voronezh Front elements approached the town from
the east and south.

On the following day, the Russians drove the remaining Ger-
mans out of the town, crushing the last significant resistance in the
pocket. The destruction of the southern flank of 2. Armee created a
large gap which extended for 100 kilometers 1o the south of
Kastornoye, its southern boundary reaching the Kupyansk area. As
aresult of its Josses, Heeresgruppe B was unable 1o provide forces
of any consequence (0 Armeeabteilung Frewer-Pico during its criti-
cal defense of the Donets in early January. This aggravated an al-
ready potentialiy serious situation on the northern flank of
Heeresgruppe Don. If the Soviet succeeded in crossing the North-
ern Donets. the northern flank of the army group. held by
Armeeabteilung Hollidl and the communications zone of
Heeresgruppe Don was vulnerable.*

Armeeabteilung Hollidt, which was a great deal stronger than
Fretter-Pico’s ad hoc army detachment, had two corps of seven in-
fantry divisions and also possessed a moderate amount of armor.
The army was commanded by tough, competent General der
Infanterie Karl Hollidt. Hollidt began his service in the Bavarian

¢ Ammairong. pg. 166.
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German tanks in a Russian village west of the Mius River in lute 1942, The Panzer I]1y probably belong 1o either 7. Panzer-Division or 23. Panzer-Division. both of winch
were attuched 1o Hollidt's army in the latter part of 1942. The 23. Panzer-Division was still in the order of baitle of the army when it was attacked on the Mius River in the

summer of 1943. (Credir National Archives)
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Army in 1908 as an officer cadel assigned 1o 3. Kompanie,
Infanterie-Regiment 117. In 1910 he was promoted to the rank of
Leutnant and he saw combat as an infantry officer during World
War [ He commanded an infantry company and later a baualion,
surviving the battles of Verdun. the Aisne and Somme. Holhdt was
wounded in action, won both classes of the lron Cross during the
war and was a Captain by the time the Armistice was signed. He
was a member of the Hessische Freikorps and served in the
Reichswehr, first as Regimentsadjutant of Infanterie-Regiment 15
and later in several staff positions. By January 1935, Hollidt was
promoted to Oberst i.G. and was appointed Chef des Generalstabes
of 1. Armeekorps, under General von Brauchitsch. He was promoted
to Generalmajor in 1938 and led 50. Infanterie-Division into Rus-
sia, winning the Knight's Cross on § September. 1941, In January,
1942 Holhidt took command of XVII. Armeekorps, which he led
for nine months until receiving command of what became known
as Armecabteilung Hollidi, which later was designated the second
6. Armee,

Hollidt had just less than a hundred tanks, belonging to two
mobile divisions, 5. and 22. Panzer-Division. Most of the division’s
1anks were Panzer 111s armed with the Scm gun or Panzer 1Vs still
equipped with the short barreled 7.5¢cm howitzer. However. they
were not badly under strength for German Panzer divisions at this
period of the war in Rossia. Hollidt had conducted a fighting re-
1ceat westward toward the Donets River, covering forty miles by 6
Janvary. Communication was established with Armeeabteilung
Fretier-Pico’s southern flank by the middle of the month, when
Armeeableilung Hollidt reconnaissance troops made contact with
304. Infanterie-Division troops northeast of Kamensk. Fretter-Pico
immediately requested help from Hollidt. as his Armeeabteilung
was very short of mobile troops. Hollidt sent help, in the form of
the newly arrived 7. Panzer-Division, even though his own army
had more than enough troubles of its own. as the Armeeabteilung
was charged with protecting the northern flank of 4. Panzerarmee.
The 4. Panzerarmee was at that time conducting a difficult with-
drawal, under heavy pressure from the Russians. Elements of the 7.
Panzer-Division slowly assembled in the Voroshilovgrad area, al-
though not arriving in time to block the Soviet breakout that re-
sulted in the evacuation of Millerovo. Chertkovo and
Gartmaschevka.

The operations of Heeresgruppe Don were repeatedly affected
by orders from Hitler that delayed decisions that needed 1o be made
on the spot or countermanded Manstein, forcing the Field Marshall
1o argue for days in support of his conduct of the battle. Manstein,
in Lost Victories, commented on the decisions of the Fiihrer regard-
ing the defense of the southern wing of the front. and the results of
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the orders emanating from Berlin. Manstein understood the pos-
sible long term consequences of the strategy that demanded the
unconditional holding of all territory regardless of the military situ-
ation and he was very critical of Hitler in his descriptions of this
period of the war. However, contrary to commonly held opinions,
Hitler’s orders were not always entirely without merit, pomarily
due to deficiencies of both the German and Russian armies.
Manstein’s post war accounts do not 1ake into account the lack of
mobility of the German army, particularly the infantry divisions.
who depended primarily upon horses to move their heavy equip-
ment. Only in rare cases were the average infaniry divisions even
equipped with adequate numbers of assault guns and seldom, if
ever with sufficient trucks and vehicles to enable them to conduct
mobile defensive operations. Although Manstein criticized Hitler
for not understanding a war of movement, at least in some instances.
Hitler probably was correct at insisting that infantry divisions hold
their ground at all costs. Given their lack of mobiljty. the alterna-
tive course for the divisions may have been (o conduct a withdrawal
into the open steppe, unable to bring all of its artillery or ammuni-
tion stores with it. As difficult and costly as these defensive opera-
tions were, they may have been preferable to conducting a retreat
on foot, at the height of the Russian winter, carrying wounded and
towing heavy weapons with steadily diminishing numbers of horses.

Hitler remained guided by his own vision of how the war should
be conducted and his decisions often seemed to beyond what the
depleted German divisions could be expected to accomplish. How-
ever, it is likely that more often than mest military historians would
generally admit. Hitler's hold at all cost strategy resuited in some
benefits 1o the Germans. During the first winter of the war, when
massive Soviet counteroffensives threw his armies back from Mos-
cow, Hiler's iron willed orders. which riveted the German divi-
sions in place, saved the Germans from an ugly rout and an even
more disastrous setback.

In addition, there were characieristics of the Russian Army
which gave Hitler’s tactics at least somewhat of a logical basis. The
lack of an efficient logistical system meant that Russian offensives,
after a time, were nearly always hamstrung by poor supply flow.
lack of adequate vehicle mainmienance and flaws of force structure.
Eventually. due to these deficiencies. at least in the first years of the
war in Russia. Soviet offensives often shot their bolt within a mat-
ter of weeks and momentum was lost. Given that belief, Hitler be-
came convinced that if the encircled German units could tie up
enough Russian strength fighting in the rear areas. it would reduce
the forces available at the point of the main attack that much sooner.
In fact, the hold at all costs principle often did tie up a large part of
the Russian strength. but it was only effective in the tactical sense.
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For this type of strategy to have been completely successful, the
Germans would have required numerous strong, available armored
and mobile reserves with which to restore the front before the en-
circled troops were annthilated or starved into surrender. However
the Germans did nol possess the necessary amount of reserves and
as an effective plan of defense on the strategic level, the Fihrer's
defensive stratagem failed in the Jong run. At the time however,
due to the deficiencies of the German infantry divisions and the
lack of fresh Panzer troops, the Germans ofien had little other choice
but 1o stand and fight, until increasingly exhausted Panzer divi-
sions arrived (o try ang restore the situation. The superior Soviet
strategic reserves seldom allowed the Germans to completely re-
cover and as a result, the initiative often lay in Soviet hands after
December of 1942.

Manstein clearly saw the larger picture of the strategic sitva-
tion and spoke of the danger faced by the Germans in southern
Russian in late 1942 and early 1943. He correctly identified the
underlying problem which was a strategic error comniitted during
the previous year.

The issue was no longer the fate of a single army, but of
the entire southemn wing of the front and ultimately of all the
German armies in the east . . . Indeed. thanks (o the errors of
leadership in the summer and autumn campaigns of 1942, the
principal aim-at least to begin with-could only be, in the words
of Schlieffen. “bring defeat underfoot.™

The Russians were under no delusjons as to the opportunities
offered 1o them in late 1942 and the first days of 1943. By the middle
of January, 1943 Soviet ammies west of the Don River were closer
to the main Dnepr crossings at Zaporozsche and Dnepropetrovsk
than were Heeresgruppe A, 4. Panzerarmee, 1. Panzerarmee and
Armeeabteilung Hollidt. These German forces were perched pre-
cariously at the end of long ang easily threatened railroad lines ex-
tending east from the Dnepr for hundreds of miles. Armeeabteilung
Hollidt, weakened by lengthy fighting and heavy casualties,
stretched its divisions along a projecting shoulder that exiended
westward for 60 miles. The shoulder was at right angles to the main
front line defenses that had withdrawn under pressure of the 5th
Shock Army and 2nd Guards Army. The only force available to
protect the northern flank of Hollidt’s army was Fretter-Pico's wom
out German infantry, S8S and Police detachments and meager ar-
mored reserves.

’ Manstein, pg. 367.
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The Sovict command eagerly seized upon what they clearly
saw as a golden opportunity to deal a fatal blow to the entire Ger-
man southem flank in Russia. The Stavka had begun considering a
number ot operations during the last months of 1942, In these op-
erations, the ultimate goal was to first weaken the German forces in
the Ukraine and Caucasus. and secondly, encircle and destroy them.
After the events of mid January. when the 2nd Italian and German
2.Armee were essentially destroyed, the confidence of the Russian
command reached new highs and (he Stavka dared hope that the
Germans could be dealt a fatal blow.

Operation “Gallop”

N.F. Vatutin, commander of the Southwestem Front, offered an
ambitious operational plan to the Soviet Stavka on 19 Januvary. He
proposed (o create a mobile group that would penetrate
Heeresgruppe Don’s porous front, drive deep into the rear of the
army group and then swing south toward the shores of the Gulf of
Taganrog. By reaching a point on the coastline approximately 100
miles west of Rostov, Vawtin hoped to sever the rail and road net-
work extending east from the Dnepr River and thereby cut off 1.
Panzerammee. 4. Panzerarmee and Armeeabteilungen Fretter-Pico
and Hollidt. This ambitious plan was code named Operation “Gal-
lop” and i1s daring scope was typical of Vatutin, whose operational
ambitions were charactenized by aggressive optimism throughout
his career.

Vatutin was born in 1901, in the Voronezh province, in modest
circumstances and received his early education at a trade schoo). In
1920 he joined the 3rd Reserve Rifle Regiment and later served in
the 113th Reserve Rifle Battalion and fought partisans in the
Ukraine. In 1921, after he attended a command course at the Soviet
army infantry school in Poltava, he embarked upon a rapid rise
through the army. After compiling an outstanding record of service
in a number of positions, Vatutin was selected to attend additional
officer training courses. He proved to be an outstanding student
and qualified for entrance 1o the Frunze Military Academy.

The young officer showed a 1alent for evaluating military situ-
ations correctly and understood technological changes and their
likely impact on the military. In 1940 he was appointed Chief of
Staff of the Southern Front and was promoted to Lieutenant Gen-
eral before his appointment as First Deputy Chief of the General
Staff (Stavka). He played a key role in the defense of Leningrad
and in 1941 was made Chief of Staff of the Northwestern Front
during its defense of Moscow. Vatutin's service during the first year
of the war was characterized by frank appraisals of mililary situa-
tions and aggressive offensive operations, notably a daring airborne
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LEFT: A forward artillery observers position in the Armecabtetung Hollidt area in December of 1942, There was little high ground 1n this part of the Ukraine, although
generally the western banks of larger rivers were higher than the more swampy eastern banks. (Credit National Archives) RIGHT: A heavy German field gun, probably a
K 18 or a xFH 18 howitzer which fired a 15em shell. The German artillery regiments were equipped with excellent weapons. served by highly trained officers and men. and
were often the backbone of the mfantry divisions in Russia. When the manpower shortage became critical after 1941, it was often only the artillerv which enabled German
infantry divisions 10 hold defensive fronts that were much 100 broad for their reduced strength. (Credit Narional Archives)

assault on German positions in the Demyansk salient. In October,
1942 Vatutin assumed command of the Southwestern Front and led
it unti] February. 1944 when he and an advance command group
were ambushed by Ukrainian partisans. Vatutin suffered severe leg
wounds, from which he eventually died on 15 April 1944, It is ironic
that Vatutin was killed by Ukrainians. the very people that he had
fought 10 free from Nazi domination.

Vatutin was well aware of the weakness of the German forces
defending the Northern Donets line of defense in the Voroshilovgrad-
Kamensk area. During the last weeks of January, divisions of the
1st Guards Army had pushed across the Derkul and Aidar Rivers,
north of Voroshilovgrad and slowly advanced westward 1oward the
Krassnaja River. However. due to the fatigue of his own tired rifle
divisions and weakened tank formations. the army was not able o
decisively thrust south of the river. In addition, Axis forces in his
rear occupied men and weapons that could have been vtilized dur-
ing lhe battles against Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico forces north of
the Donets.

After the reminants of the [talian and German garrisons of
Millerovo, Gartmaschevka and Chertkovo broke through the So-
viet troops encircling each town and escaped. the Lst Guards Army
was free to attack 10 the west, without the distraction of enemy
troops in their rear. Soviet columns overwhelmed the two weak-
ened panzer divisjons trying to hold the Aidar, and drove west, push-
ing 19. Panzer-Division battle groups to the eastern banks of the
Krasnaya River, north of Lisichansk. Disorganized and generally
hapless mobs of [talian and Rumanian troops fled before the Rus-
sian advance, while fragmented groups of 298. Infanterie-Division
fought their way west, often straggling along behind the Soviet
advance or between columns of Russian tanks and infantry.

The northern wing of Heeresgruppe Don remained open after
Golikov’s Voronezh-Kastormnoje Operation destroyed Axis forces
on the southern or right wing of Heeresgruppe B and created a large
gap between the southern flank of the army group and the northern
flank of Manstein’s army group. The German's predicament east of
Kharkov and along the Northern Donets between Voroshilovgrad
and Kamensk led Vatutin to believe that the Axis armies were on
the verge of irrevocable collapse. While this was undoubtedly true
in the case of the [talians. Hungarians and Rumanians. Vatutin did
not reckon on the ability of the Germans to improvise and recover.

The Stavka. optimistically believing that the war in southern
Russia could be ended quickly, accepted Vatutin’s proposal on 20
January, even though the advance of the 3rd Guards Army and the
Sth Tank Army had slowed due to the stubborn resistance of
Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico and the general weakness of the armies
of the Southwestern Front. Planning for Vatutin’s proposed offen-
sive began immedialely, as the operation was (0 be launched with-
out pause 10 regroup the front’s tiring formations. This proved to be
a significant, although perhaps understandable mistake. as Soviet
forces were already weakened during the long weeks of fighting in
December and January. Shortly after adopting Vatutin’s plan, the
Soviet high command decided to launch another key offensive si-
multaneously, this one aimed at the Kharkov sector. This operation
was code named “Star,” and was to be conducted by Golikov's
Voronezh Front.

Golikov was born in 1900, the son of a doctor and proved to be
an industrious, hard working student. During the turmoil of the Civil
War, he served with a rifle regiment known as the “Red Eagles”
and showed an aptitude for political studies which resulted in being
posted to the 3rd Army as a political officer. Having impeccable
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political credentials, Golikov apparently played a role in the officer
purges of the Soviet Anmmy ordered by Stalin in the 1930’s. Golikov
was well connected politically and in 1941 was appointed to be the
head of the GRU or Soviet Military Intelligence. His first com-
mand was of the 10th Reserve Army, which he competently orga-
nized and led during the Soviet counterattack after stopping the
Germans at Moscow, in the winter of 1941. Golikov took com-
mand of the Voronezh Front in the spring of 1942

Alfter the completion of the Voronezh-Kastornoe operation.
Golikov was to begin Operation “Star” on 2 February, just days
after the start of “Gallop.” The staggered launching of these twin
hammer blows, following the disasters inflicted on Axis forces dur-
ing December and early January, were designed to destroy the re-
maining strength of Heeresgruppe B and encircle Heeresgruppe Don.
The new offensives, if successful. would destroy Anmeeabteilungen
Fretter-Pico and Hollidt. caprure the key cities of Kharkov and Kursk
and isolate 17. Armee and 1. Panzer Aumee as well. The destruction
of these forces, coming on the heels of the loss of 250,000 German
soldiers at Stalingrad, would have meant the loss of the war in Rus-
sia for Germany, for (he Eastern front would have collapsed into
the huge void existing in southern Russia.

Vatutin’s Southwestern Front consisted of the 1st Guards, 3rd
Guards, 5th Tank and the 6th Armies, plus a mobile group com-
manded by Lieutenant General M.M. Popov, consisting of the de-
pleted 3rd, 4th, 10th and 18th Tank Corps with a total of 212 1anks.
The Southwestern Front reserve possessed two additional 1ank corps,
the 18t Guards and 25th Tank Corps, with 300 tanks. The armies of
the Southwestern Front had approximately 325,000 men. They were
opposed by about 40,000 men and less than fifty tanks of 1.
Panzerarmee and Armeeabteilung Hollid('s 100,000 men and eighty
to minety tanks.

The first phase of Operation “Gallop™ was the penetration of
the German and Axis defenses along the Krassnaja River and North-
em Donets west of Voroshilovgrad, in order to create gaps for the
commitment of Mobile Group Popov. Situated on the Front’s north-
ern flank, Lieutenant General FM. Kharitonov’s 6th Army con-
sisted of 4 rifle divisions, reinforced by a weak tank brigade and
tank regiment. The two tank formations had only forty tanks be-
tween them. There were additional support troops assigned to the
rfle divisions, most important of which were three anillery regi-
ments. The mission assigned to the 6th Army was to attack and
destroy the German 298. Infanterie-Division and 320. Infanterie-
Division defending the northern section of the Krassnaja River.
Kharitonov's main effort was on the right flank, where three rifle

3 Stalin’s Generals., pg. 77-80.
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divisions were 10 attack 298. Infanterie-Division and penetrate its
front. The primary objective of the army’s advance was 10 protect
the northern flank of the Front’s offensive, through its advance to
Kupyansk. located on the Oskol River.

The 1st Guards Army, commanded by General V.I. Kuznetsov,
was somewhat stronger than Kharitonov’s army, having been as-
signed seven rifle divisions, although it had no little or no inherent
armor and the rifle divisions were probably all significantly below
normal sirength. On the right or northern flank of Kuznetsov’s army,
the 4th Guards Rifle Corps, was to force the Krassnaja River and
attack German defenses along the river north of Lisichansk. The
19. Panzer-Division held the sector, which was 100 broad for the
division to effectively defend. It occupied a screen of defensive
positions blocking crossing sites on the river, however, large gaps
existed between the strong points. On the left or southern flank of
the army, the 6th Guards Rifle Corps was 1o assanlt and cross the
Northern Donets and capture the town of Lisichansk. The approaches
to the town were held by elements of 19. Panzer-Division and the
remnants of the much weakened 27. Panzer-Division. The main
effort of the army was in the 4th Guards Rifle Corps sector, where
Mobile Group Popov was to be introduced.

The primary goal of the 4th Guards Rifle Corps was (o create a
gap of sufficient width and depth o allow General M.M. Popov’s
Mobile Group to begin its attack toward the south and break out of
the penetration zone. After assisting in the breakthrough operations
against German front line defenses, the 4th Guards Rifle Corps was
to turn south and advance on the town of Slavyansk. The tank corps
of Mobile Group Popov were 1o proceed through the 4th Guards
Rifle Corps and begin the exploitation phase of the Front’s offen-
sive.®

Mabile Group Popov had the most important role in Vawnin’s
offensive. It consisted of four understrength tanks corps. each of
which had an average of just over fifty tanks. The objective of
Popov’s group was to cross the Northern Donets west of Lisichansk
and drive south (o the Stalino area. From there, leading elements of
the mobile group were (o thrust to Mariupol, on the coast of the Sea
of Azov, thus severing all lines of communication of the German
armies east of Stalino. Popov’s mobile headquarters group was to
coordinate the advance of the tank corps, some of which were as-
signed additional rifle brigades, in order to provided much needed
infantry support.'

South of the 1st Guards Army sector was the 3rd Guards Amy,
which consisted of nine rifle divisions under command of (wo corps
headquarters. The army had three (ank corps with a total of only a

¢ Glantz, pg. 92-93.
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hundred tanks, in addition 10 one mechanized corps and a cavalry
corps. The 3rd Guards Army was commanded by Lieutenant Gen-
eral D.D. Lelyushenko, who was a former cavalry commander and
another veteran of the Russian Civil War. Lelyushenko first saw
combat as an enlisted infantryman and later served in the Russian
cavalry. During the prewar years, he completed a number of ad-
vanced officer (raining courses. eventually attending the Frunze
Military Academy. By September of 1939, he commanded the 39th
Independent Light Tank Brigade and led it through a series of valu-
able. though non-combat operations.

Lelyushenko first Jed his brigade inlo combat in the Finnish
war and participated in the successful attack against the Mannerheim
Line by the Soviet 13th Army. He was promoted 1o Lieutenant Gen-
eral and given command of (he 21st Mechanized Corps in [941.
Later in the year, he was appointed commander of the newly orga-
nized |st Guards Rifle Corps, a dubious honor because the corps
did not actually have any combat formations. Proving to be resource-
ful, Lelyushenko collected a motorcycle regiment and various army
training school personnel and gathered together what forces he could
find. Adept at improvisation, Lelyushenko found ways to commit
his ‘corps’ to battle."

[n order to utilize the guns of the Tula Ammy Artillery School,
he commandecered a fleet of buses to haul the guns 10 the front. He
placed an NKVD Regiment under his command and later received
the 4th Tank Brigade. the 61h Guards Rifle Division and tough para-
troopers of the 201st Airbome Brigade. With this hastily organized
force defending the approaches 1o Mtensk. Lelyushenko success-
fully delayed Panzer Gruppe Guderian for mine days, allowing the
Bryansk Front time to reorganize farther to the east. His command
skills were recognized and he was given command of the 30th Army.
In 1942, Lelyushenko ook command of the 3rd Guards Army. which
had seen a great deal of combat during the last months of the year
and his nfle divisions were significantly weakened due to combat
losses.”?

The 3rd Guards Army attack, with the main effort on the right
flank. was to advance on a wide front and cross the Northern Donets
in the Voroshilovgrad-Kamensk area. The army was (o capture
Voroshilovgrad and Kamensk. and then continue to drive south-
wesl to the Stalino area. At that point. Lelyushenko’s army would
have penetrated into the rear areas of Anmeeabteilung Hollidt and
iniroduced a broad wedge severing German main lines of commu-
nication running through the Stalino sector. It was to assist Mobile
Group Popov in the penetration to the Mariupol area.

' Armnstrong. pg. 265.
"2 1bid. pg. 266.

Chapter Three: Operations “Gallop™ and “Star™

Vatutin's Sth Tank Army, commmanded by Lieutenant General
[.T. Shelmin, was the weakest of the Southwestern Front’s armies
and actually possessed no armor at the time. [ts three rifle divisions
were (o cooperate with the 3rd Guards Army in the capture of
Kamensk and after (he offensive passed south of the Northern
Donets, was to attack Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico and the portion
of Armeeabteilung Hollidt forces which were holding the Kamensk
sector. After taking Kamensk, the army was o drive wes(. passing
parallel 1o the course of the Donets between Voroshilovgrad and
Kamensk.

The missions assigned to the armies of the Southwestern Froni
were very ambitous for a number of reasons. First of all, the offen-
sive was launched essentially without pause, in order to prevent the
Gemmans from recovering from the consecutive shocks they had
been dealt since Stalingrad. This meant that the tank corps were at
less than full strength and the tanks that were available often needed
mechanical attention. The Soviet logistical problems remained un-
solved and placed serious limitations on the ability of the tank corps
to keep moving and sustain deep penetrations. However. the major
problem concerning the Soviet command during the planning stage
of Operation “Gallop.” was the condition of the Soviet nifle divi-
sions. As they were all worn down from constant fighting. it re-
mained 10 be seen if they would be able to quickly punch through
the German lines without requiring support by the tank corps. Be-
cause the rifle divisions were so weakened by casualties and heavy
equipment losses, the offensives planned by the Stavka were very
risky. If Soviet armor had to be commined to breakthrough opera-
tions, any significant autrition jeopardized both offensives from the
very first. There were some in the Soviet High Command who were
concerned about these issues, but the rising tide of optimism
drowned out their reservatjions. which were probably not strongly
voiced.

The Soviet Gamble

When the Russians decided to launch two major offensives from
the march, they took a substantial risk. If substantial portions of
Popov's lanks were required to assist the rifle corps in creating gaps
for the introduction of the exploijtation forces. the resulting delays
would throw the Soviel operational time lable behind schedule. This
would then allow the Germans time to bring up additional mobile
reserves. In addition, length and costly breakthrough operations
would further weaken atready undersuength rifle divisions. It would
also consume artillery shells, supplies and fuel reserves before the
exploitation phase was begun. Truck shortages made resupply of
artillery shells and relocation of artillery units a slow and difficult
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process, which was exacerbated by the miserable weather condi-
tions.

Soviet infantry strength inadequacies foreshadowed potential
problems for the four armies of the Front and Mobile Group Popov
during the exploitation phase of its attack. Popov could not afford
to have his armor consumed in order to achieve the initial objec-
lives of the rifle divisions. The Soviets made some attempts to ad-
dress the force structure defjciencies identified during Operation
“Little Saturn™ and each of the tank corps was given additional
motorized infantry support for the exploitation phase of the attack.
It had been seen in the Tatsinskaya and Morozovsk attacks that the
tank corps did not have enough integral infantry strength to allow
them 10 sustain deep operations or conduct successful defensive
operations after German reserves entered the battle. When the in-
evitable German counterattacks were launched vpon the flanks of
forward elements, Soviet armored attacks typically failed or were
fatally delayed."

Once having made penetrations the Soviet tank corps com-
manders were forced to decide whether to secure their lines of com-
munications with already scarce infantry or 10 leave their supply
lines vulnerable. Most decided to put as much strength as possible
in their attack groups, in order (o sustain the momentum of the op-
eration. Often this allowed the Germans to bring up reserves and
successfully conduct attacks on inadequately secured Soviet lines
of communication. Even with weak combat groups. the Germans
segularly disrupted the flow of supplies, replacement tanks and re-
serves to Soviet forward elements. An example of such a situation
was during the Tatstnskaja attack conducted by Badanov's 24th Tank
Corps. When small German combat groups blocked the roads lead-
ing into Tatsinskaja from the north, Badanov could do little to af-
fect the situation. By that time, he had so few infantrymen left that
he was forced to use tank crews who had lost their tanks as supple-
mients to his infantry detachments.

Operation “Gallop" was an ambitious plan, and the Stavkarec-
ognized that there would be risks involved in such an operation.
The relocation of artillery and the coordination of the batteries once
they had been moved was a substantial problem for the Soviets at
that stage of the war. The 1nability to relocate artillery support ad-
versely affected the ability of the Soviets to sustain deep penelra-
tion operations of the forward mobile groups. Once the Germans
began to conduct counterattacks, Soviet mobile spearheads were
forced to conduct defensive operations against Geriman counterat-
tacks and suffered from a lack of artillery. Some attempts were made
to offset the sitwation by including truck mounted rocket launchers

'* Glaniz. pg. 87 and 93.
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in the order of battle of the tank corps or adding heavy monar dc-
tachments. These were stopgap measures however, and i1 was not
until late 1943 or 1944 that many of the Soviet tank corps were
equipped with integral artillery regiments.

These deficiencies caused justifiable concem to the Soviet com-
mand as they were well aware of this problem due to frank study
and diagnosis of past failures of deep operations. The Soviet Army
of late 1942 was still a force very much in transition. The Russians
had begun 1o correct their force and command structure based on
analysis of the problems identified from previous operational short-
comings. However, logistical deficiencies lingered. in pan because
the Russians devoted much of their vast industrial capacity to pro-
ducing weapons rather than trucks. As a result, in spjte of receiving
tens of thousands of American trucks and jeeps, the Soviets struggled
with supply and maintenance deficiencies throughout the remain-
der of 1943 and even later in the war. Tanks, planes and artillery
pieces remained a higher priority than supply vehicles, as the So-
viet army could make do without trucks, but could not fight with-
out tanks.

In the glow of overconfidence that followed a long string of
defeats inflicted on the Germans since late 1942, the Soviet High
Command decided to proceed with Operation “Gallop,” believing
that the possible rewards justified the risk. The Stavka believed
that the combined assault of the Voronezh and Southwestern Front,
coupled with the simultaneous attacks of the Southem Front, would
overwhelm the Germans. Most of the Saviet command believed
that Hitler’s armies were on the verge of irreversible collapse. Cer-
tainly Stalin was convinced that this was true and his opinion was
of course, the final word. The deficiencies in the supply structure
and the continuation of a major offensive without pause to rest and
refit, were acceptable risks to the Stavka. [n fact, the Russians even
decided to launch another major operation, simultaneously with
Operation “Gallop.”

Stalin and the Stavka, after receiving a report on the front situ-
ation from Zhukov on 23 January, decided to atiack the Kharkov-
Kursk sector as well. This operation, code named “Star,” was as-
signed to Golikov’s Voronezh Front and its first phase was the cap-
ture of the crossings of the Northern Donets River east of Kharkov.
The primary objective was the capture of Kharkov and Kursk."

Operation “Star”
Golikov’s Voronezh Front was also given a short time 10 ready his
front for the new operation and his staff had little more than a week

" Shtemenko. pg. 99-101.



to plan and gather supplies for the offensive. The conduct of the
offensive was affected adversely by the simultaneous involvement
of elements of the Front in mopping up actions in the Kastornoye
area, which occupied forces of the Front even after the offensive
began.

The basic plan for Operation “Star’” was presented to Golikov
on 23 January. He was initially (0 begin the attack on [ February,
but was forced 10 delay the launching until a day later because the
armies had not finished regrouping in time. This delay was at least
partially due 10 the inadequate road network and extremely bad
weather. All of the primary roads were dirt tracks, covered with ice
and packed snow. Any sudden. momentary thaw converted them
into deep, paralyzing mud tracks, that froze into formidable ruts
when the sun went down. As the Russians had to travel at night as
much as possible, in order 10 prevent German air reconnaissance
from discovering these movements, the 1anks and other vehicles
experienced extremely poor road conditions. There were inevitable
breakdowns of vehicles that were already in poor shape mechani-
cally.

To make the sjtuation worse for the Russian armies, Stalin fe]t
confident enough to add to the proposed list of objectives for Op-
eration “Star.” At the last minute, on 26 January, the attack objec-
tives were expanded to include the city of Kursk." This was at the
urging of Zhukov and also as a result of optimistic reports from
other Soviet Fromt commanders. who believed that the initiative
had been irrevocably 1aken from the Germans. Some of these re-
ports undoubtedly came from the always optimistic Vatutin, who
believed that the Germans intended 10 withdraw behind the Dnepr
as quickly as possible. Soviet Intelligence estimates indicated that
the Germans did not have sufficient reserves 10 enable them to re-
cover and establish a stable defensive line east of the Dnepr. Stalin
ordered General Rokossovsky to establish a new army group, known
as the Central Front, using two armies from the strategic reserve
and other forces brought up from the Stalingrad area. The Central
Front was (o be inserted north of the Voronezh Front and was charged
with attacking the southern flank of Heeresgruppe Miue while
Golikov endeavored 1o destroy capture Kharkov and Kursk.'

Three armies of Golikov’s Voronezh Front were arrayed along
a broad front, approximately 120 kilometers from Kharkov. The
army’s front bent south at a point along the northern reaches of the
Oskol River and extended southward along the western bank of the
river to a point directly east of Kharkov. North of the city, Lieuten-
ant General K.S. Moskalenko’s 40th Anny was approaching the

s Glantz, pg. 85.
¢ Seaton, Alben. The Russo-German Wor: 194/-1945. (London: 1971) pg.
179.
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A German infanury squad preparing 1o go on patrol in the winter of 1942-43. Most
of the men wear the standard issue heavy wool blend winter overcoar and a variery
of head gear. (Credit National Archives)

city on the northem flank of the Voronezh Front. In the center was
the 69th Army and on the southem flank, the 3rd Tank Army. The
3rd Tank Army and the 69th Army had crossed the Oskol River and
were advancing westward, on a broad front, towards the weak Ger-
man defensive positions east of Kharkov.

The 3rd Tank Army, commanded by Lieutenant General P.S.
Rybalko, was the strongest formation of the front in terms of tank
strength. The army possessed the amor of the 12th and 15th Tank
Corps and the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. Additional armor, in the
form of a tank brigade and tank regiment, were assigned 10 support
the rifle divisions of the army. Rybalko’s army was to cross the
Northern Donets southeast of Kharkov, drive past the city’s south-
em edge and then link up with Moskalenko's 40th Army west of
Kharkov, encircling the German forces defending (he city.

Lieutenant General K.S. Moskalenko’s 40th Army had cight
rifle divisions and the 4th Tank Corps. plus additional supporting
armor. However, three of the army’s rifle djvisions ang the 4th Tank
Corps were not able to take part in the first phase of the offensive,
because they were still fighting groups of encircled German troops
in the Kastornoye area.

Moskalenko had been born in the Donbas region. in 1902, at
the town of Grishino. He joined the Red Army during the Civil
War, seeing combat with the (st Cavalry Army. His early military
education 1ook place at various anillery schools in the Kharkov
area and he served as a battery commander in the 6th Cavalry Divi-
sion. During the 1930s he attended various training courses for
mechanized troops ang staff command duties. He was posted (o the
6th Army as its Deputy Commander in 1942 and first led an army
when he took command of the 38th Ammy. He took part in the disas-
trous Operation “Mars™ in the spring of 1942 and subsequently com-
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manded the st Guards Army during the Stalingrad operation. Late
in 1942, he was given command of the 40th Army, just before the
beginning of Operation “Star.”

Moskalenko's army was to first attack and take Belgorod, which
was approximately 70 kilometers north of Kharkov. Once past
Belgorod, a number of avenues of approach led to the approaches
to Kharkov’s west and northwest edge. To the west of Kharkov was
the town of Ljubotin and the vital communications net which ran
through the area of Poltava-Valki-Merefa, southwest of the city.
After securing Belgorod, the 40th Army was 10 advance o the south-
west, move past Kharkov's northwest corner and link up with
Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army at Ljubotin.

Between the 3rd Tank Army and Moskalenko's 40th Army,
Lieutenant General M.I. Kazakov’s 69th Army was to attack
Kharkov from the northeast. The army had only four ritle divisions
angd possessed just fifty tanks, which were doled out among the
rifle divisions for close support during the attack.

Armeeabteilung Lanz defends the Northern Donets
and Kharkov

As the Russians prepared to launch Operations “Gallop™ and “Star,”
the Germans were (rying (0 recover from the hammer blows that
had been dealt them, seemingly without pause, since Novenber of
1942. The front in the south had gained some semblance of coher-
ence during the first weeks of January, although a crisis seemingly
existed at nearly every point. Only a brief regrouping by the Soviet
armies preparing to launch the two offensives provided the Ger-
mans with any breathing room. A large gap remained between
Heeregruppe Don’s northermn flank and Heeresgruppe B’s southern
flank and it could not be closed with the troops available.

At the end of January. Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico. with the
newly arrived 335. Infanterie Division added to its order of battle,
once again became XXX. Armeckorps, under the command of 1.
Panzerarmee. The 1. Panzerarmee, after moving several of its divi-
sions oul of the Caucasus, took over the defense of the Voroshitov-
grad-Kamensk sector, while Armeeabteilung Hollidt manned the
line east and southeast of the Kamensk area, where it was opposed
by the 5th Tank Army.

The 304. Infanterie-Division was assigned to X VII. Armeekorps
of Armeeabteilung Hollidt but proved handicapped by inexperience
and was not dependable in combat. Hollidt’s army detachment pos-
sessed 6 German infantry divisions. including 306. Infanterie-Di-
vision and 294. Infanterie-Division, which were good quality units,

17 Stalm‘y Generals. pg. 137-142,
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The vast open terrain in much of southern Russta stretched the resources of the
Gennans beyond the breaking point. The German infantry divisions were not able
to biild a continuous trenchline xuch as was normal in World War | and did not
have sufficieni manpower to hold 1. The divisions were forced 10 adopt a defensive
strategy of estublishing widely spaced strongpoints. with gaps between vach posi-
tion covered by anillery fire and machme guns Here an MG-34 machine gun ream
mans its weapon with the limitless Russian steppe stretching mio the distance be-
Sore themt. (Credit Natwonal Arclives)

but under strength due to the earlier fighting. Also available was
62. Infanterie-Division, which along with 294. Division had been
attached to the 3rd Rumanian Army and bad suffered heavy casual-
uies in the retreat that resulted after the disintegration of the Ruma-
nians. The 8. Luftwalfefelddivision was also assigned to Hollid
but its men, untrained in ground warfare, proved a waste of excel-
lent quality manpower. The division, like most of the Lufiwafte
divisions, usuvally suffered heavy losses during combal and many
of the Luftwaffe divisions collapsed al the first heavy fighting.
However, even given its own shortcomings. Armeeabteilung Hollidt
was in a better position than the defenders of Kharkov.

Armeeabieilung Lanz, commanded by General der
Gebirgstiruppen Hubert Lanz, initially had only two divisions, which
were of greatly varying quality. Under command of Korps Cramer,
the elite army division, Panzergrepadier-Division “Gross-
deutschland” was concentrating in the sector due east of Belgorod,
approximately 90 kilometers northeast of Kharkov. The 168.
Infanterie-Division was holding an extended front 30 kilometers
northeast of the town of Belgorod. which was about 60 kilometers
north of Kharkov. “Das Reich™ and “Leibslandarte” were deploy-
ing (heir battalions from the march, 1aking up positions cast of
Kharkov, warching toward the front as they disembarked from vari-
ous railheads in the city.

However, with only 168. Infanterie-Division available to screen
the northern approaches (o Kharkov. Lanz’s defense of Kharkov
was imperiled by the advance of the Soviet 40th Army toward
Belgorod from the very beginning. The German division lacked
the strength and mobility to prevent the Soviets from sweeping



around its open northwest flank and capturing Belgorod. From that
poing, the Sovjet army could drive southwards, towards the com-
munications center of Ljubotin, which was just a few kilometers
west of Kharkov. The 40th Army formed the northern pincers which
descended upon the city from the direction of Belgorod, while the
southern pincers, the 3rd Tank Army, thrust westward. towards the
city from bridgeheads on the west bank of the Oskul River. The
69th Army advanced in the center. it main attacks falling upon
Panzergrenadier-Division “Grossdeutschland.”

While under heavy pressure by two Soviet armies from the
east and northeast, Lanz was soon forced to extend eclements of
“Grossdeutschland” westward, in vain attempts to shore up 168.
Infanterie-Division and protect Belgorod from encirclement by 40th
Ammy spearheads. While the two German Army divisions defended
the area north and east of Belgorod. “Das Reich’s” Regiment
“Deutschland” dug in along a 30 kilometer wide front east of
Kharkov, establishing strong points just west of the Oskul! River.
The regiment's positions were situated between the towns of
Olkhovatka and Veillike Burluk, The southern or right flank of the
SS regiment was open, because the next German forces between
Regiment “Deutschiand” and 298. [nfanterie-Division was a bat-
talion of Police troops in the village of Dvuretschnaja. South of
Dvuretschnaja, 298. Infanterie-Division elements held the town of
Kupyansk, while the rest of the division was dispersed south of the
town, along a stretch of the Oskul River. The Oskul ran southward
and entered the larger Northern Donets near the town of Izyum.
East of the 298. Infanterie-Division sector, 320. Infanterie-Divi-
sion held positions along the middle stretch of the Krassnaja River.

Panzergrenadier-Division “Grossdeutschland” was returning to
the fighting after a short rest and recuperation. The first units of the
division 1o arrive in the sector were a battalion of the division’s
Fiisilier-Regiment and I./Grenadier-Regiment “Grossdeutschland,”
which detrained between 19 and 21 January. Immediately, the bat-
talions were sent east and northeast of Belgorod, in order 1o defend
the area from Soviet forces approaching Belgorod from the east.
The other battalions of the two regiments joined their comrades
several days later, after unloading at Kupyansk, which was still held
at that rime by 298. Infanterie-Division. Additional combat forma-
tions of the division, including the Aufklarungsabteilung of
“Grossdeutschland,” reached the fromt and prepared to deploy.
“Grossdeutschland’s” front consisted of reinforced battation strong
points situated primarily along major roads. with undefended gaps
between each position. This was not as critical in the winter months,
as contrasted to the summer dry season when the region’s dirt roads
were firm. Ice and snow made much of the countryside all but im-
passable for wheeled motor vehicles during the winter months and
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difficult 1o raverse even for tanks and other tracked combat ve-
hicles. However, even though they were often covered with snow
or ice, the main roads seemed to provide the most likely method of
movement through the area. particularly those that were buitt on
elevated banks or which ran parallel to railroads. The Germans con-
centrated on defending the main roads, a tactic which proved (o be
inadequate. However, due to the extended front defended by
“Grossdeutschland,” there was no altemative course of action.!s

The somewhat unsteady ] 68. [nfanterie-Divjsion was in a simi-
lar situation further north of Belgorod, but possessed considerably
less combat strength and will to fight. Its front consisted of a thin
screen of weak defensive positions backed up by small battle groups
made up of a company or two of mobile infantry, reinforced with
an assault gun or mobile flak detachments. Since 168. Infanterie-
Division had no armor and few remaining heavy anti-tank guns, it
had no effective counter measures when attacked by strong Soviet
armored forces. The division’s artillery regiment possessed a dozen
10cm guns and a handful of heavy, 17cm howitzers.

Neither of the German divisions defending the area north and
northeast of Kharkov could tie in securcly with a friendly unit on
either flank. Given that plight, the only possible countermeasure
was 10 vigorously and continuously patrol the gaps and hope that a
Russian attack could be detected soon enough (0 counterattack it
effectively. However, only “Grossdeutschland™ had sufficient mo-
bile units to implement this strategy with any chance of success.
Their opponents, in particular the Russian rifle divisions, were not
at full strength cither. The Russian rifle divisions were much weak-
ened after long weeks of fighting and probably reduced to about
4000 to 6000 men per division and Voronezh tank corps were be-
low normal establishment strength as well. [n spite of the weakness
of individual Russian divisions, Golikov's armies enjoyed a sig-
nificant numerical advantage over the Germans, in both men and
tanks. On 28 January, of 1943 Armeeabteilung Lanz had a tola) of
no more than about 30,000 German troops. not counting the SS
divisions.*

The three Soviet armies of the Voronezh Front had a total of
315 tanks immediately available and 300 in reserve. [n contrast,
the only armored division available to Lanz. Panzergrenadier-Di-
vision “Grossdeutschland,” had a total of thireen combat ready
tanks. The division had eighteen other (anks needing short 1erm
repairs (under fourteen days of repair time) while two others needed
more extensive work. Even if all of the division’s tanks had been in

'* Spaeter, Helmuth, Die Geschichre der Ponzer-Korps “Grossdewrschland.”
( Buelefeld: 1958 ) pg. 13-16.

' NA/T-314, roll 489, la KTB. Generalkommando z.b.v. Cramer. frame
000554-000565.
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operating order, the Germans faced a ternible disadvantage in tank
strength, compared to the amount of armor available to the Rus-
sians.

[n addition to the German troops, there were some Hungarian
units which had been driven ahead of the Soviet tide and pushed
into the Kharkov area. The 23rd Hungarian Light Division and the
remnants of the 1st Hungarian Tank Division were ordered to march
toward the Belgorod sector in order to reinforce 168. Infanterie-
Division, with relatively fresh troops. The onty other divisions avail-
able to Lanz were the two SS divisions, which were gradually as-
sembling in the Kharkov area. Operations “Gallop” and “Star” were
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designed 1o tear apart the entire German front in southern Russia
and deal a fatal blow to the Axis armies in the Soviet Union.? On
the heels of the disaster at Stalingrad, which removed a quarter of a
million Axis soldiers from the order of battle on the Eastern Front,
Germany could not withstand the destruction of Heergruppe Sid.
If Manstein failed to reverse the Soviet tide Germany faced the
collapse of the entire Eastern Front and the loss of the war in early
1943.

 Glanu. pg. 152



THE BATTLE FOR KHARKOV BEGINS

peration “Gallop™ began on 29 January. when the South

western Front's 6th Army attacked German positions

along the Oskul River. On that moming, the 350th Rifle
Division, of the 6th Army’s 15th Rifle Corps, launched full scale
attacks on 298. Infanterie-Division positions in and around the town
of Kupyansk. The Oskul ran through the middle of Kupyansk. and
its marshy banks made crossing difficult unless the river and marshes
were frozen solid. The 350th Rifle Division began frontal assaults
on German posinions east of the lown late in the day and by night-
fall, various combat groups of Soviel infaniry were able to fight
their way (o the eastern banks of the Oskul. On the following momn-
ing. Russian infantry attacks broke through the German defenses
on the northeast environs of Kupyansk. A small assault group of
Russian infantry fought their way into the town and ook up posi-
tions in several houses. They were forced to withdraw by quickly
mounted German counterattacks, supported by an assault gun and
Flak detachments.

East of [zyum. 320. Infanterie-Division detachments came
under assault as well. The division reported that its Jeft flank de-
fenses were altacked by a strong Russian infantry force. which was
preceded by heavy artillery fire. During the course of the next day
Soviet breakthroughs forced the division 10 withdraw west, towards
Izyum. Throughout its retreat, 320. Infanterie-Djvision retained its
cohesion and methodically covered its withdrawal by the action of
skillful and determined rear guard troops. During the night of 30-
31 January, the Russians moved armor into the area and attacked
on the next day with renewed vigor.

At 1230 hours, 1 February, the division reported that it had
knocked out three Russian 1anks and inflicted heavy losses on the
Russian infantry, but the battle was still in progress. Continued heavy
Russian assaults, supported by tanks. forced the division to with-
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draw toward Izyum, a key bridge site on the Donets River. Two of
its three regiments conducted their retreat toward Izyum in good
order, but Grenadier-Regiment 586, the division rear guard, reported
that j1 was surrounded by Russian troops and its path to the river
blocked.

Late in the day, German air reconnaissance reported that a large
number of Russian troops were seen crossing the river north of
Kupyansk in three longs columns, some of which were accompa-
nied by tanks. These were formations of Rybalko's 3rd Tank Army.
probably the I'11th Rifle Division and the lead element of the 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps, which was the 2015t Tank Brigade. The 62nd
Guards Rifle Division, the 161st Rifle Division and the 481h Guards
Rifle Division crossed the river north of Kupyansk, between
Dvuretschnaja and Olkhovatka, where Regiment “Deutschland™ was
dug in. The 219th Rifle Division, supporied by the 6th Anti-Tank
Brigade, began concentrating west of Olkhovatka.'

In the area of north of Dvuretschnaja. other elements of
Rybalko’s army crossed the river and began to prepare for subse-
quent operations (o the west. The village of Kamenka, north of
Dvuretschnaja, which was lightly defended by German security
units, was easily captured by the Russians. Detachments of the 2015t
Tank Brigade approached Dvuretschnaja, but were initially tumed
back by the German Police garrison defending the town. To the
north and south of the town the Soviet onslaught continued to march
wesl, while Soviet jnfantry assembled east of Dvuretschnaja in or-
der 10 root the Germans out of the town. The 201st Tank Brigade,
the forward element of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. bypassed
Dvuretschnaja and was able to thrust twenty kilometers to the wesl.
This advance on the southemn flank of the attack, threatened an im-

" Glantz, pg. 160-161.



Last Victory i Russia

portant lateral railroad in the area. the Kupyansk-Volchansk rail
line, on the first day. The 298. Infanterie-Division troops continved
to hold Kupyansk and its bridges, even though (he 1own was out-
flanked to the north and south. Using makeshift bridges, Soviet
infantry and armor flooded over the Oskul River in the Kupyansk
area. However, farther to the north, in the “Das Reich™ and
“Grossdeutschland” sectors, the Soviets did not enjoy as much suc-
cess.

North of Kupyansk. the Oskul flowed through Veillike, which
was located on a stretch of the river which bulged to the east for a
distance, before flowing into the town of Volokonovka. Veillike
was located at the eastern most apex of the bulge, fifty kilometers
north of Kupyansk. West of this bulge, Regiment “Deutschland,”
under command of SS-Standanenfithrer Heinz Harme]. came un-
der pressure from elements of two Soviet rifle divisions on the first
day of Operation “Star.” East of the town of Olkhovaika, the regi-
ment deployed two of its battalions forward, defending roads pass-
ing through the towns of Borki and Kosinka. The 1./“Deutschland,”
led by SS-Sturmbannfihrer Fritz Ebrath, was held in reserve near
Olkhovatka. Soviet infantry attacks in battalion strength struck at
SS defenses at Borki, held by I11./*Deutschland’ and Kosinka, de-
fended by 11./“Deutschland.”

At both villages the initial attacks were thrown back. with the
advancing Russian infantry suffering substantial losses. During the
day. the Russians launched repeated attacks against the two SS bat-
talions. The 6th Guards Cavalry Corps, led by the 201st Tank Bri-
gade. advanced westward from the Oskul sector, accompanied by
Soviet ground attack planes. To the north of Regiment “Deutschland™
positions in the Olkhovatka area. at Werchnij Lubjanka, the Sovi-
ets attempted to outflank the regiment’s position. but were blocked
by SS-Aufklarungsabteilung 2. The reconnaissance batialion had
been deployed on the far northern flank of the division’s sector,
patrolling the undefended gap to the regiment’s north. Its neighbor
to the north was “Grossdeutschland™ but no contact between the
two divisions was established on 1 February. A gap of approxi-
mately fifteen kilometers existed between the northem flank of “Das
Reich™ and the southern flank of “Grossdeutschland.”

During the day, “Das Reich” division commander, SS-
Gruppenfiihrer Georg Keppler adjusted and reinforced his defenses
west of the Oskol River. The 15./Kompanie of Regiment
“Deutschland™ was dispatched to the aid of the Police garrison at
Dvuretschnaja. SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Jakob Fick’s motoccycle bat-
talion was ordered to replace SS-Aufklirungsabteilung 2 on the
northern flank of Regiment “Deutschland.” The 1./Regiment
“Deutschland” was used 10 reinforce the defenses at Kosinka. Mean-
while, Regiment “Der Fiihrer” approached the Olkhovatka area,
where 1t was to assemble. along with armor of the division. This
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Jacob Fick commanded SS-Kradschinzen Baiaillon 2 of "Das Reich™ durmg the
Kharkov batites. He 1s pictured here as an SS-Hauptsiwrmfithrer. In early Februanr.
hix bartalion was called upon the defend the norihern flank of a saliens posinon held
by Regiment "Deutschland.” (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

Kampfgruppe was formed as a counterattack force. which was to
be utilized when the main Soviet thrust against the division was
identified.’

In the meantime, the 62nd Rifle Division passed through an
undefended gap between Dvuretschnaja and Kupyansk and made
an eight kilometer advance toward the Burluk River south of
Olkhovatka, where the headquarters of Regiment “Deutschland”
was located. As the fighting continued into the afternoon, the situ-
ation north and south of Dvuretschnaja became more critical as the
Soviet 1 I 1th Rifle Division followed in the wake of the 201st Tank
Brigade and crossed the rail line that ran between Volischansk and
Kupyansk.* Regiment “Deutschland” could spare only one com-

* Befehl des Gewissens: Charkow - Winter 1943. pg. 10. This valoable book 1s
a collection of xerox copies of the daily reports of the la KTB for Aymeeabteilung
Lanz/Kempf (later 8. Anuece) und contains transcripis of the daily reports compiled
by the $S-Panzer-Korps. The book was produced by (he Bundesverband der Soldaten
der echemaligen Waffen-SS.

3 Glantz. pg. 161,



pany to launch a counteratiack on the Russian troops that had pen-
etrated the gap between its positions east of Olkhovatka and
Dvuretschnaja.

The 15. Kompanie, Regiment “Deutschland.” which was a
motorcycle company. was ordered (o cut the communication lines
behind the main forward element of the 201st Tank Brigade and
make contact with the Police troops in Dvuretschnaja. At 1630 hours,
on ) February. the company approached the northern edge of the
village, where it ran into a column of Russian troops marching to
the west. The 15./Kompanie was able to fight its way into
Dvuretschnaja, but the major part of the Soviet attack continued
withoul serious interruption.

The SS company remained in contact with Russian infantry
north of the town, but at 1930 hours. other Soviet troops were re-
ported (o be moving 1o the north and south of Dvuretschnaja. Jt
appeared that the Soviets were attempting to encircle the village
and the SS detachment, although the road leading west remained
open. However. the Russian forces marching (o the west were ap-
parently not concerned with the sinall German force defending the
town and left the capture of the town to the Soviet infantry assem-
bling east of the town. By that time small detachments of infaniry
from 298. Infanterie-Division had filtered into the town and were
used to strengthen the defenses. The Germans prepared for all round
defense of the village.

Other SS units were arriving or being committed to the fight-
ing in the Kupyansk area as well. From Chugujev. where units of
“Leibstandarte™ were unloading, 2. Kompanie of Aufklirungs-
abteilung “LAH” was sent immediately toward Kupyansk. The de-
tachment was ordered to screen the area between Kupyansk and
Dvuretschnaja and make contact with 298. Infanterie-Division. The
company left at 1700 hours and reached Kupyansk after a five hour
long. night time trek over frozen, treacherous roads. SS-
Untersturmfiihrer Gerhard Maurer, the commander in charge of the
reconnaissance group. reported to the headquarters of 298.
Infanterie-Division at Kupyansk and was assigned defensive posi-
tions on the northern edge of the 1own.

The two companies obviously could not defend the 17 kilome-
ter sector between Dvuretschnaja and Kupyansk and Maurer de-
cided to mount a continuous patrol of the road between the two
towns in order to detect a Soviet advance through the area. He led
the first patrol. leaving Kupyansk in the morning and traveling to
Dvuretschnaja, receiving only harassing fire from Soviet troops east
of the road. Monar fire occasionally impacted between houses or
along the eastern perimeter and machine gun fire could be heard
from time (o time.*

Chapter Four: The Battile for Kharkov Begins

Helmut Schreiber, pictured here as an SS-Haupisiurmfiirer, commanded 10./
Kompanie Regiment “Deuischland™” during ihe battles in the Belyt Kolodes salient
The sahent was located west of the Oskol River and north of Kupyansk Schretber
won the Knight's Cross in the simmer of 1943, (The author’s collection)

On Maurer’s rip back to Kupyansk he intercepted a solitary
German vehicle heading toward Dvuretschnaja and when he spoke
to the passengers, he was startled to find that occupying the back
seat was none other than Paul Hausser, the commander of the SS-
Panzer-Korps. After warning Hausser about possible Soviet mortar
and gun fire on the road, Maurer offered to escor his commander
to the town. However, Hausser told the young SS officer that he
was not needed and continued toward Dvuretschnaja. Maurer, con-
cerned about any possible threat 10 the vehicle. followed behind at
a distance, carefully remaining out of sight until Hausser returned
to Kupyansk.*

It became obvious that the gammison in Dvuretschnaja was nol
delaying the Soviet advance and to continue to hold the town would

* Lehmann, pg. 41.
* Ibid. pg. 43.
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result in the complete encirclement and loss of the troops holding
it. Since 298. Infanterie-Division could not establish a solid front
north and maintain contact with the garrison, the defending troops
were ordered to withdraw from the town and pull back to the west.
At 1420 hours. the town was abandoned.

Everywhere along the front, reports of heavy fighting and over-
whelming Soviel strength were received by Armeeabteilung Lanz.
Hausser, cager for a fight, even though his corps was not yet com-
pletely assembled, radioed Armeeabteilung Lanz and proposed to
attack the Russian advance in the Kupyansk area. Hausser wanted
(o strike the Russian spearheads in the Olkhovatka area with “Das
Reich’s’ Panzer regiment and IIL./“Der Fihrer,” the armored
Panzergrenadier battalion of the division.

When this was reported 1o Heeresgruppe B, the army group
reminded Lanz of an order from Hitler, which stated that he did not
want the SS-Panzer-Korps split up and wasted in piece meal fash-
ion. However, in light of the rapidly deteriorating situation. the army
group approved the use of Regiment “Deutschland” and the
Aufkldrungsabteilung for use in counterattack operations. The rest
of the SS-Panzer-Korps remained under command of OKH and were
not supposed to be used without its permission. Due to the rapidly
unfolding series of crisis situations, although it was contrary to the
orders of the OKH, parts of the S§ divisions were dispersed to dif-
ferent areas of combat as soon as they arrived.®

Meanwhile, north of the sector held by ““Das Reich,” Division
“Grossdeutschland” put together Gruppe “Kassnitz,” which con-
sisted of the Fisilier Regiment “Grossdeutschland,” reinforced with
mobile heavy weapons and a few assault guns. Its mission was to
counterattack the Soviet forces north of the “Das Reich” sector and
clear up a penetration between the two divisions. in order to allow
the building of a new defensive line west of the Oskul. The attack
began well and Kassniiz reported that his men had captured a So-
viet occupied village at 1600 hours. Then the Kampfgruppe ran up
against stronger Soviet defensive positions, and made litdle further
progress. The strength of the Russian forces driving west became
slowly apparent to the Germans late in the day. “Grossdeuschland.”
having given up its intentions of driving the Russians back over the
Oskul by counterattack, was ordered to cover the north flank of
Korps Raus. This was undoubtedly because the Russians were over-
running the positions of 168. Infanterie-Division east and north of
Belgorod. collapsing the north flank of the corps.

Late in the day. new orders were issued to the German forma-
tions in combat east of Kharkov. Armeeabteilung Lanz realized that
the sustained attacks across the Oskul were more than reconnais-
sance aperations after German intelligence reported that a reinforced

® Befehl des Gewissens. pg. 15-16.
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Russian rifle division faced 298. Infanterie-Division and elements
of two Soviel rifle divisions were attacking Regiment “Deutsch-
land.” It was not always easy 1o decide when the Russians launched
major attacks as it was common for them to aggressively conduct
battalion sirength reconnaissance attacks along a broad front dur-
ing fluid situations. There had been a general lack of heavy, sus-
tained Soviet adtillery preparation and this caused further uncer-
tainty in the German command during the day. [t was normal for
the Russians 1o mass as much artillery as possible to suppon their
operations. However there were two factors at work that limited
the amount of artillery available to initially support the offensive.
First of all, the enormous Soviet losses of artillery and vehicles of
the first year and a half of the war had not been replaced and much
of what was available was tied up in the Stalingrad operations. There
had not been time to relocate most of the artillery swrength from
that sector of the front. Secondly, the artillery that was available
could not be moved in time 1o support the new offensive. which
had been begun without a sufficient organizational pause that could
have allowed the Russians to bring up their guns and ammunition
supplies. However, when Russian armor was reported al many poinls
along the front and many large Soviet tank and infantry columns
were spotted by air reconnaissance, the scope of the attack became
clear. Early on the moming of 2 February. three Soviet columns,
estimated at over 6000 men each, were detected by German pilots
after they crossed the Oskul River.

Farther to the east 320. Infanterie-Division partially occupied
defensive positions along the Krassnaja River, which ran parallel
to the Oskul River. The division was assigned a front that was nearly
forty kilometers in length. On the first day of Operation “Gallop”
the Southwestern Front’s 6th Army struck the forward elements of
the division with parts of a1 least three rifle divisions and a rein-
forced rifle brigade. Pressure was heaviest on the left flank, where
Soviet tanks of the 3rd Tank Corps and infantry of the 267th Rifle
Division attacked in the area of the village of KiBlovka. Three Rus-
sian tanks were knocked out, but the attacks continued along the
entire front held by the division, which did not have all of its regi-
ments on line yet, At nightfall, one regiment was just crossing the
Northern Donefts at Izyum, a second had taken up positions south
of Kupyansk and a third was forming for use as the division re-
serve.’

In Kupyansk itself, the Germans were hard pressed 1o fight off
the Soviet infantry and tank forces assaulting its positions. It was
now clear that the relatively weak German forces in the Oskul-
Krassnaja sector could not hope to hold a defensive line given the
width of the front and the existing gaps. “Das Reich” and

! Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 17.
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An 8.8cm Flak gun in a defensive position during the winter of 1942-43. The “88" was deadly against Soviet tanks und other armored vehicles because ity shell could
penetrate the fromal armor of any 1ank ihen in exisience ai distances fur beyond the effective runge of the T-34 or KV series tanks. (Credit National Arcltives)

“Grossdeutschland” were ordered to disengage strong forces from
contact with the Russians and form mobile groups, in order to con-
duct blocking and delaying operations until SS “Leibstandarte”
could assemble and take up defensive positions east of Kharkov.
“Grossdeutschland™ was ordered to conduct only small. tactical at-
tacks and was reminded that its mjssion was primarily defensive
unless a counterattack was ordered.

During the night and following day, 320. Infanterie-Division
was overrun and split into regimental groups after continuous at-
tacks by the Russians shattered its front. Long columns of Soviet
troops passed between the regiments in an uninterrupted flow,
marching {oward the west. Reports from the division were frag-
mentary, as could be expecied in such a fluid situation and the regi-
mental group at KiBlovka remained encircled and largely out of
communication with the Armeeabieilung throughout the morning
hours. Later, one officer and 50 men of the group were able to slip
through the Soviets lines and reach safety, while the main group of
the regiment continued to fight its way west. Retreating under in-
tense and constant pressure, the regimental groups were forced to
move cross country and their progress was hindered by deep snow
and icy slopes. The division's Grenadier-Regiment 587 radioed that
itintended to fight its way to the Donets bridge at lzyum, while the
men encircled at KiBlovka planned to breakout of the town and

escape to the west. Meanwhile, its neighbor to the south, 298.
Infanterie-Division, was also under heavy pressure. The division’s
front was penetrated at several points and the division commander
ordered it Pioniere detachments to begin (0 make preparations to
destroy bridges over the Oskul and ammunition dumps, in prepara-
tion for withdrawal to the west bank of the river. The la of the
division reported from Kupyansk that Russian troops were moving
past the town on all sides, pushing toward the west.*

German air reconnaissance along the western bank of the Oskul.
reported several new columns of Russians crossing the river, each
numbering more than a thousand men. Counteraltacks by weak
company and battalion sized battle groups could not stop the ad-
vance of an entire army. The 320. Infanterie-Division found iself
in an increasingly dangerous situation by nightfall. as Russian col-
umns split the division inio fragments. The remains of the encircled
regimental group at KiBlovka were able to fight their way out of
the town and reached German lines relatively intact. The division
was ordered to withdraw through Izyum, an order which began a
bloody, difficult withdrawal which was to severely test the men
and officers of the division for many brutal days to come.

¢ Ibid. pg. 19.
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LEFT Gustav Kmittel. commander of 3./Kompanic of Kurt Meyer's SS-Aufklarungsabreilung 1, which was in the thick of the fighting in the Kharkov area soon after its

return 1o the East in late January. 1943. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger) RIGHT: §S-Obersturmfiihrer Heing Macher, the co

der of 16./Kompanie Regimens " Dewischland”

which was the Pioniere or combar ungineer company of the regiment. The Pioniere detachments were well armed with explosives and flame-throwers. in addiion 10 being
Sully motorized. They were often wiilized as assault troops by the Germans, suffering extensive casuadties in this role. By the end of March. 1943 the company was reduced

10 the strength of only thirty three men. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

The 298. Infanterie-Division, somewhat optimistically, was
expected 10 hold the Kupyansk-Ssenkovo sector in order 1o block
access to the northem approaches 1o Izyum. This was to cover the
roule of retreat by 320. Infanterie-Division's three regimental groups
and the assembly of “Leibstandarte” southeast of Kharkov. By the
next morning. 3 February, the situation looked grim for
Armeeabteilung Lanz and the German forces east of Kharkov. Lanz
flew to the headquarters of Korps Cramer 1n order to confer with
Cramer about the unfavorable situation shaping up north of
Belgorod. Cramer's (wo divisions were under heavy attack, par-
ticularly at the town of Nikitovka. Lanz realized that the Oskul could
no longer be held and ordered the SS-Panzer-Korps to prepare to
defend the eastern bank of the Northern Donets along the Kupyansk-
Voltschansk road and block the Soviet advance toward Kharkov.
Hausser was given the responsibility for organizing the defense of

this line by the two SS divisions and whatever flotsam of broken
units that could be collected and thrown into battle. The 320.
Infanterie-Division, under command of Generalmajor Georg Postel,
was o conduct a deliberate withdrawal, delaying the advance of
the Soviet forces toward the Northern Donets as long as possible.
in order to allow the Armeeabteilung o establish a solid defense of
the river?

® Posicl joined the German Army in 1914 and served as a company com-
mander in Infanteric-Regiment 15, After the war, he remained in the Reichsheer and
served as a lactical instructor. Before the begiming of the Polish campaign, Posiel
was promoted to the rank of Oberstleutnant and served with 1L/Infanterie-Regiment
109. Early in 1940 he was an infantry battalion commander and by the end of the
year, he was chosen to command Infanterie-Regiment 364. During his command of
that regiment. Postel won the Knight's Cross and was promoted (o Generalmajor on
1 January. 1943, when he took command of 320. Infanterie-Division. Information
from Mark C. Yerger's archives.



The Russians pressured the regimental groups of 320.
[nfanterie-Division continually as they retreated from the Oskul
toward the lzyum crossings. After reaching the town, the division
continued its stubborn fighting withdrawal towacd the bridge over
the Northern Donets at Balakleya. Elements of the Soviet 172nd
and 6th Rifle Divisions drove a wedge between the division and
several retreating columns of 298. [nfanterie-Division that were try-
ing to escape to the west. A regimental group of 298. Infanterie-
Division still maintained possession of Kupyansk as ordered by
Armeeabteilung Lanz. however, at 2300 hours on 2 February, the
Armeeabteilung had given the division permission to conduct an
orderly withdrawal to the southwest. 1t was hoped that the division
could reach the area south of Kharkov and protect the southern
flank of “Leibstandarte.” The 298. Infantere-Division was com-
manded by Generalleutnant Arnold Szelinski. The division trained
in the west during 1942 and arrived on the Eastern Front just before
the beginning of Operation “Gallop."™

For both 320. and 298. Infanterie-Divisionen, the 3 February
were very difficult days, due (0 extremely heavy Soviel pressure.
Units of the Russian 6th Rifle Division, moving faster than the slow
moving 320. Infanterie-Division, with its horse drawn artillery and
supply wagons, cul off the division’s path of retreat to the Northerm
Donets. By that time, the regiments were carrying significant num-
bers of wounded with them, treating them as best they could during
the retreat. The more seriously wounded suffered terribly whjle being
carried in unheated trucks and horse drawn wagons. Those wounded
who could still walk and fight did so. Frostbite began to take its toll
among the weaker men during the bitter cold nights, when tem-
peratures plunged to far below freezing after the sun went down.
The less seriously wounded actvally benefited from the cold be-
cause it froze the blood in the wound and stopped bleeding.

Near Balakleya, on the northeastern flank of the division, ele-
ments of the Soviet 6th Rifle Division assaulted retreating elements
of the division. To the south, infantry of the 267th Rifle Division,
attacked Grepadier-Regiment 585, forcing it to turn and defend it-
self. As a result, the regiment fell behind and lost even tenuous
contact with the other regiments. The three regimental columns were
then surmounded on all sides, while they moved roughly parallel to
the Russian attack. The Russians were not able (o encircle and pin
down the regiments as Postel and his regimental commanders were
able to master every situation and keep moving.

" Szelinski joined the Ammy in 1910 and served with Infanterie-Regiment 61.
Szelinski remained in the Army after the end of World War [ and reached the rank of
Oberstleutnant in 1935. He began the war as the commander of Infanterie-Regiment
38 and was promoted to Generalmajor on | February, 1942, shortly after taking
command of 298. Infanterie-Division. He was awarded the Knight's Cross in 1941.
[nformation from Mark C. Yerger’s archives.

Chapter Four: The Banle for Kharkov Begins

Heing Werer, commander of 10./Kompanic Regiment * Der Fulrer™ in “Das Reich.”
He was one of the more highly decorated members of the regiment. Werner won the
Knighi’s Cross in August of 1944 and later that same year was decorated with the
Oakleaves, while commanding I11./Regiment “Der Fthrer” (Courtesy of Mark C.
Yerger)

From 3-5 February. the situation continued 1o deteriorate for
the Germans at Belgorod and east of Kharkov. The very situation
that Hitler and Manstein had feared, the commitment of the units of
the SS-Panzer-Korps as they arnived, in piecemeal fashion. was al-
ready taking place. Due 1o the speed and strength of the Soviet
attack, particularly the 3rd Tank Atmy east of Kharkov and Mobile
Group Popov, on the northern or left flank of Heeresgruppe Don,
the German plan to assemble Hausser’s rebuilt and full strength SS
divisions was serious]y threatened. Manstein realjzed that if the SS
divisions could not be extricated from the battles of attrition east of
Kharkov, they would suffer the same fate as other Panzer divisions
of Heeresgruppe Don. They would be worn down by continual fight-

73



Lasit Victory in Russia

; 'I'.v;l .e > \

Feosa\| s e

%: o
TR\ §
Py N A\
gt e, N

'ﬁ s .

T i
Xy g
e /e 2 bl b
> a4 f e

74



ing at one hot spot after another and never able to recover. How-
ever, they had been sent 10 defend Kharkov by Hitler’s express or-
der and by the first days of January, were heavily engaged in battle.

Manstein planned to use the SS-Panzer-Korps to spearhead the
counterattack that was restore the situation in the Ukraine. Already,
the plans for a counter stroke were forming in Manstein’s mind, as
he waited to see how the Soviet attacks would develop around
Kharkov itself and between Kharkov and the sector of 1.
Panzerarmee. There were some indications of the Soviet intent,
particularly south of Kharkov., where the Soviet 3rd Tank Army
was obviously advancing toward the Northem Donets in order to
attack the city from the southeast. The German command was also
aware that Mobile Group Popov. with its four tank corps, had crossed
the Northern Donets south of Kupyansk, and begun to attack to the
south. It was clear, at least to Manstein, that this was the most dan-
gerous Soviet operation, while Hitler seemed fixated on Kharkov."

Mobite Group Popov had advanced through Kuznetsov’s 1st
Guards Army and begun its attack on the left flank of |. Panzerarmee
on 30 January. The Ist Guards Army attack zone began from west
of Voroshilovgrad, extended along the Donets tor about 100 kilo-
meters due west, to the vicinity of the town of Lisichansk. In Janu-
ary, the 1st Guards Army had occupied the last towns abandoned
by Axis troops north of the Northern Donets in the Millerovo-
Chertkovo-Streltskovo sector. This secured the assembly areas for
Mobile Group Popov in the area northwest of Voroshilovgrad. In
late January, the four Soviet tank corps regrouped hurriedly along
the eastern bank of the Krassnaja River and north of the Northern
Donets. The Germans never realized that an assembly for a major
new offensive was taking place.

What Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico mistakenly thought 10 be
columns of Soviet armor arriving to attack the Northern Donets
area between Kamensk and Voroshilovgrad, were probably elements
of Mobile Group Popov’s tank corps assembling for Operation
“Gallop.” This could explain why large mobile columns or tank
groups were spotied on the move through or heading into the area
and then later “disappeared.” The most reasonable explanation for
these events is that as the Soviet columns neared their assembly
area, they utilized standard “‘maskirovka” practices. The tank col-
umans would then have moved only at night and during the day light
hours, remained hidden in wooded areas or camouflaged assembly
areas.

OPPOSITE: The defensive positions of Das Reich” east of Kharkov on 30 January
1943. The Soviet 69th and 3rd Tank Anmnies crossed the Oskul River in the sector
benveen the town of Wolokonovka in the north and Kupyansk in the sourh. The §S
division was forced back into the Veliky Burluk-Olkchovarka-Belyr Kolodes salient.
which it defended agamst major poriions of the 691 Army. Sowuth of the salient, the
298 Infamierie-Division tried 10 defend Kupyansk but was oulflanked by the Soviet
advance north and south of the town.

Chaprer Four: The Batile for Kharkov Begms

The 1st Guards Army Assaults the Krassnaja River
In preliminary assaults that began on 29 January, the right wing of
the Ist Guards Army, consisting of three rifle divisions, led the ad-
vance with an attack on the towns of Kaban’ye and Kremennaja,
on the Krasnaja River, north of Lisichansk. The Soviet attacks com-
menced as 19. Panzer-Division was withdrawing over the river and
pulling back toward Lisichansk. Kaban’ye was north of Kremenaja
and on 29 Janvary had been abandoned by Panzergrenadier-Regi-
ment 73, which was withdrawing southward along the eastern bank
of the river. As the regiment attempted to reach the crossing sites at
Kremenaja, the first Soviet attacks struck its flanks. Divisional ar-
tillery shelled Soviet advance elements and covered the retreat, while
the division launched a relief attack from Kremenaja. Led by
Lehrregiment 901 (traiping regiment) and assault guns of 3./
Sturmgeschiitze- Abteilung 209, the thrust threw back a number of
Soviet troops that had already reached the east bank of the river,
north of Kremenaja.'

The Germans put up a stronger defense at Kremennaja, and
brought the advance of the Soviet 195th Rifle Division to an abrupt
hali. The Russian infantry fell back before deadly artillery fire and
fierce counteraitacks. Kuznetsov had 10 commit Poluboyarov’s 4th
Guards Tank Corps to support the attack of the 195th Rifle Divi-
sion, in order to renew the advance. Even after the Russian tanks
joined the assault upon the town, Panzergrenadier-Regiment 74 held
Kremenaja until the last division troops crossed the river on 30
January. The regiment pulled back under cover of artillery and rear
guard detachments and began to take up new positions defending
Lisichansk. The division withdrew toward the south and occupied
Krassny Liman and screening positions north of the Northern
Donets. The 4th Tank Corps struck south, toward the river, while
the 35th Guards Rifle Division and 195th Rifle Division approached
Krassny Liman. After crossing the Krassnaja Rjver. the two Soviet
rifle divisions rapidly pushed to the southwest, toward Krassny
Liman. an important railroad center north of the key town of
Slavyansk. Rail lines led out of the town 1o the northwest, crossing
the Donets near [zyum. From that point the rail line continued west.
passing through the key town of Slavyansk and then on to
Barvenkovo. From Barvenkovo, the railroad ran west to the main
crossing of the Dnepr River at Dnepropetrovsk. The situation was
rapidly deteriorating in this sector, while Soviet divisions were driv-
ing toward Kharkov, as Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico could do little
(o stop the Russian advance."

! Befeh! des Gewissens. pg. 25.

'2 Hinze. ROIf. Die 19. Infanterie und Panzer-Division. (Diisseldori 1997) pg.
445447,

1% Glaniz. pa. 98.
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However, by | February. the 1. Panzerarmee divisions were
deploying along the Donets and began to take over defense of the
river from Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico. The III. Panzer-Korps,
consisting of 19. Panzer-Division (reinforced by elements of 27.
Panzer-Division) and 7. Panzer-Division, was already involved in
fighting in the Krassny Liman sectors by the first day of the month.
Later in the day, Armeeabteilung Fretter-Pico, by order of
Heeresgruppe Don., was redesignated as XXX. Armee-Korps once
again and was absorbed by 1. Panzerarmee. [ts mission was to hold
the right flank of the army. in the Voroshilovgrad-Kamensk area.
The [I[. Panzer-Korps, which was to be reinforced by 3. Panzer-
Division on 4 February, was 10 block the Soviet advance over the
Donets north of Slavyansk. Due to incredibly difficult road condi-
vons and deep snow drifts, 3. Panzer-Division did not arrive ac-
cording to schedule. The first units of the division did not begin to
replace elements of 7. Panzer-Division around Slavyansk until S
February. After the arrival of XXXX. Panzer-Korps. the second
Panzer corps assigned (o |. Panzerarmee, which began to detrain
on 4 February, the army was directed to destroy any Soviet forces
south of the river."

The Russians had crossed the Donets south and west of Krassny
Liman during 1 February and the night of 1-2 February. The 35th
Guards Rifle Division, after reaching the west bank of the frozen
river, advanced westward on a broad front toward Izyum and
Barvenkovo. A regimental group of the division struck out along
the railroad line toward the train depot at Barvenkovo. By daylight
on 2 February, it was clear the Russians were already across sec-
tions of the Donets in strength and 1. Panzerarmee issued orders to
I11. Panzer-Korps to make every effort (o hold on to the center sec-
tion of the front between Slavyansk and Lisichansk. The mission
assigned to the corps by the army was 1o block the (urther advance
of the Soviets to the south from this sector. This set the stage for a
prolonged fight for possession of Slavyansk and the surrounding
area, a struggle which jncreasingly attracted more and more Ger-
man and Soviet troops and (anks. The resulting series of battles
caused delays and subsequent Soviet frusiration over the disrup-
tion of the offensive timetable. In the long run, these delays re-
sulted in a readjustment of the direction of the offensive to the west,
which although dangerous, were not as quickly fatal as a deep pen-
etration (o the south could have been.'

On 3 February. although moving with difficulty due to deep
snow drifts. the 195¢h Rifle Division deployed to assault Slavyansk,

¥ NA/T-313, roll 46, 1. Panzerarmee la KTB. Darstellung der Ereignisse.
frame 727924-727938.

'S NA/T-313. roll 46, I. Panzerarmee KTB. Darstellung der Ereignisse, frame
7279425,
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Gerd Bremer. the commander of 1./Kompanie of Kurn Meyer's SS-Anfklarungs-
abteiliung 1 Bremer shared the aggressive spirit of his battalion commander and
won the Knight's Cross early in his military career. soon afler the invasion of Rus-
sic. Bremer commanded the recomnaissance battalion of 12. 8S-Panzer-Drvision
“Hitlerjugend” in France during the bitter fighting after the invasion of Normandy
by the Western Alhes. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

with the expected support of the 57th Guards Rifle Division. which
was approaching the town from the north. Due to the weather and
road condijtions. all of the regiments of the 195th Rifle Division
were nol in position 10 make their attack in a coordinated manner.
The leading elements of one regiment attacked the northern section
of the town, while the others were just approaching Slavyansk. At
this point, the Russian regiment arriving from the north was at-
tacked by 7. Panzer-Division. The German division, advancing in
two battle groups, overran the regiment’s columns on the march on
roads north of the town and scattered them. Meanwhile. the leading
regiment had become involved in fighting for the possession of
Slavyansk itself. Confusion reigned due to the unexpected German



attack and the 195th Rifle Division was forced to withdraw its regi-
men( that was fighting in Slavyansk.'

Poluboyarov’s 4th Guards Tank Corps, after crossing the Donets
on | February, had passed to the west of Slavyansk and proceeded
south, toward Kramatorsk, in order to bypass Slavyansk, leaving
the task of 1aking the town to the following rifle divisions. The road
condivons slowed the Soviet tank columns, but did not stop their
thrust around the flank of the army. However, the rifle troops as-
signed to support the 4th Guards Tank Corps, the 38th Guards Rifle
Division, were delayed by the unexpected attack of 7. Panzer-Divi-
sion at Slavyansk. Poluboyarov’s tank corps occupied Kramatorsk
without difficulty, but his tanks were short of fuel and ammunition
and were not able to continue the advance.

Farther to the east, the 6th Guards Rifle Coms continued 10
concentrate its forces in the Lisichansk sector. The Soviet 41st
Guards Rifle Division, supported by the 18th Tank Corps, attacked
German defenses around Lisichansk, which was held by units of
19. Panzer-Division. The division had deployed its forces beyond
the perimeter of the town. The troops were located in small towns,
generally 10 1o ] 5 kilometers from the edge of the city and blocked
the main roads leading into Lisichansk. Panzergrenadier-Regiment
73 held the left flank of the division, its defense centered around
the town of Jama. Lisichansk itself was held by Panzergrenadier-
Regiment 74. The remnants of 27. Panzer-Division reinforced the
division and occupied defensive positions between the two
Panzergrenadier regiments. while Lehrregiment 901 defended the
night flank of the sector, holding positions around the town of Belaja
Gora. The 335. Infanterie-Division held the sector east of Lisichansk
to Voroshilovgrad.

The 41st Guards Rifle Division had succeeded in making a
small penetration into the Lisichansk perimeter on 2 February, but
German counterattacks limited any expansion of the gap. During 3
February. the Soviets crossed the Donets and attacked German de-
fenstve positions southwest of Lisichansk in several regimental
strength assaults. The objective of the Russian attack appeared to
be the town of Belaja Gora and the positions held by Lehrregiment
901." Meanwhile, the Soviet 52nd Rifle Division began concen-
trating in the area and battle groups of the division began 1o push
into the boundary area between (9. Panzer-Division and 7. Panzer-
Division east of Slavyansk. Elements of 27. Panzer-Division coun-
terattacked this Soviet advance and halted it, temporarily stabiliz-
ing the stvation.

However, although this atlack was turned back, southeast of
Lisichansk two Soviet rifie divisions crossed the Donets and after

° Glaniz, pg 98-99 and T-313. roll 46, frame 7279426.
" Hinze, pg. 449-450.
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hard fighting, established a number of small bridgeheads on the
southern bank of the river. These penetrations took place near the
small town of Borowskoje and could not be sealed off or destroyed.
Immediately, the Russians brought up additional troops, in order to
expand and reinforce these bridgeheads, which provided jump off
points for further Soviet attacks. The concentration of Soviet forces
southeast of Lisichansk, potentially threatened the lines of commu-
nication leaving the southern edge of the town.

From 4-6 February, the 4 (st Guards Rifle, 44th Guards Rifle
and part of the 78th Rifle Divisions fought to take Lisichansk. Con-
tinuous Soviet pressure forced the Germans back from positions
along their defensive perimeter. pushing them closer to Lisichansk.
From information gained through prisoner interrogation. the Ger-
mans learned that three Soviet rifle regiments had assembled at
Borowskoje. A thrust by this attack force was expected at any time
and on 5 February, the Russian attack materialized from the
Borowskoje area. Russian forces crossed the solidly frozen Donets
upstream from the town, near Belaja Gora, which was about five
kilometers southeast of Lisichansk. The Russians pushed past
Lehrregiment 901. creating another crisis and stretching German
reserves past the breaking point. This thrust was designed to sever
German lines of communication south of Lisichansk and was one
pincer of an envelopment attack against the town. The other pincer
attack was launched by the 38th Guards Rifle Division, when it
attacked the town of Yama. which was west of Lisichansk. The
38th Guards thrust to a point only about ten kilometers from the
Soviet bridgehead near Belaja Gora. From north of Lisichansk,
strong Soviel attacks pushed the Germans back into the northwest-
ern edge of the town. keeping pressure on the division perimeter. It
was clear that the auack from Belaja Gora was meant to link up
with the thrust by the 38th Guards Rifle Division and encircle
Lisichansk from the west and south.'

In spite of heavy Soviet pressure, Lisichansk remained in Ger-
man hands until 6 February. At that time, the penetrations from the
western and southeastern sectors finally forced the German defend-
ers (0 abandon Lisichansk before the two attack forces linked up
and cut off the town. The Germans broke out of the town and at-
tacked through the shrinking corridor leading (o safety. The Rus-
sians were not able to encircle and destroy the German roops. as
19. Panzer-Division conducted a skillful delaying operation south
of the town and frustrated the pursuit by Soviet armored forces.
The weather cooperated with the Germans as the fighting was con-
ducted in the midst of a blinding snow storm. Visibility was so

® T-313, roll 46, 1. Panzerannee KTB. Darstellung der Ereignisse, (rame
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reduced that the German troops had to use a compass to ensure that
they withdrew in the correct direction.”

While the defenders of Lisichansk were squeezed out of the
town, Poluboyarov’s 4th Guards Tank Corps, now with only thirty-
seven tanks, remained entrenched in the town of Kramatorsk. By
mounting numerous concentric attacks on the tank corps perimeter,
7. Panzer-Division seized the initiative and forced Poluboyarov to
remain on the defensive. In a situation uncomfortably familiar to
him, Poluboyarov found that he did not have the adequate artillery
or infantry strength necessary to repulse the German counterattacks
and still have sufficient strength 1o continue his attack. Had the 4th
Guards Tank Corps broken free and continued its thrust to the south,
Poluboyarov would have not been able to leave enough troops be-
hind to completely secure his supply lines. His sitvation was not
clearly understood by the Stavka and Poluboyarov was urged to
continue his advance.

However. fuel supplies remained low and Poluboyarov had
already lost nearly 25 % of his tanks. The Germans were less than
full strength as well and did not have sufficient strength to crush
the Soviet tank force. The 1. Panzerarmee remained content to keep
the Soviet armor bottled up and unable to continue its advance fur-
ther south. Poluboyarov's corps bad little choice but to remain in
defensive positions at Kramatorsk and wait for the 3rd Tank Corps
to arrive. However, when the 3rd Tank Corps finally fought past
German blocking positions and reached Kramatorsk on 5 February,
it had only twenty-three tanks still in action and was short of am-
munition and fuel. During its crossing of the Northern Donets and
the movement to Kramatorsk, German attack planes harassed the
Soviet armor, destroying several tanks and numerous other vehicles.

The fuel supplies available to Poluboyarov were marginally
increased by small amounts of fuel brought in by the 3rd Tank Corps.
In addition, welcome infantry support arrived in the form of ski
troops of the 7th Ski Brigade. Popov also sent the 9th Tank Brigade
10 join Poluboyarov, although it had only a dozen tanks by the time
it fought its way into Kramatorsk. While Popov tried to get his
offensive rolling again west of Slavyansk, the 10th Tank Corps had
already reached and crossed the Northern Donets, east of the town.

On 5 February, German air reconnaissance spotted several long
columns of Soviet troops on the move from the Krassny Liman-
Jampol area, which was east of Slavyansk. These columns prob-
ably belonged to the 10th Tank Corps. commanded by Major Gen-
eral V.G. Burkov. Burkov’s tank corps slowly approached the III.
Panzer-Korps defensive sector, accompanied by infantry of the 52nd
Rifle Division. A brief local thaw turned the dirt roads into impass-

'* Glantz. pg. 104.
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able quagmires or mud and the Soviet tanks had been forced to
travel cross country to reach the Northern Donets. The fact that the
Russian 1anks could move at all was due 1o an innovative idea by
the Soviet tank troops. Burkov had heavy pieces of steel angle iron
welded to the front of some of his tanks, which were utilized as
makeshift plow blades. The lead vehicles, employing these crude
devices. scraped the snow and the meter deep black mud down to
the firm clay base and the rest of the tanks followed behind. Need-
less 1o say, these conditions reduced the speed of Burkov’s advance
to a snail’s pace and it can be imagined how hard it was on the
running gear of the lead wanks. The delays to the 10th Tank Corps
advance, caused by the mud, enabled the Germans to reinforce their
defenses between Lisichansk and Slavyansk with 3. Panzer-Divi-
sion. By the time that Burkov’s tanks crossed the river between
Slavyansk and Lisichansk, 3. Panzer-Division had incorporated its
lead units into the defense of the area, blocking attacks by the 52nd
Rifle Division and preventing Burkov’s 10th Tank Corps from break-
ing free once it had crossed the Donets. On 11 February, Burkov’s
weakening tank corps was still engaged in fighting against 3. Panzer-
Division.®

This experienced Panzer division, commanded by
Generalleutnant Franz Westhoven, had been the Jast division of 1.
Panzerarmee to cross the bridge over the Don River at Rostov on 2
February. It had served as the rear guard, covering the withdrawal
of the army and suffered serious vehicle and equipment losses dur-
ing these actions. The division losses in vehicles and heavy weap-
ons were greater than the destruction of equipment during the re-
treat from Moscow in 1941-42. After covering the withdrawal of
the army, it was assigned a section of the front south of the Norh-
em Donets, in the center of the army. The division’s Panzergrenadier-
Regiment 3 and the motorcycle battalion were immediately com-
mitted 10 action. Panzergrenadier-Regiment 394 and the command
group of Panzer-Regiment 6 arrived at Artemovsk, where Westhoven
reported to a former commander of his division. Generalleutnant
Breith, who then commanded I1I. Panzer-Korps.*

The arrival of the new Panzer division freed 7. Panzer-Divj-
sion to disengage some of its forces from the fighting of Slavyansk
and concentrate on attacking the Soviet armor at Kramatorsk. While
German panzer divisions continued to arrive and take over sectors
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’I Hermann Breilh joined the German Army in 1910, a1 the age of 18 and
served as a Leutnant in Infanterie-Regiment 60. He remained in the Reich sheer
afier the end of World War 1 and was promoted to Oberstleutnant in 1936, Breith
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Generalmajor. Given command of 3. Panzer-Division on 2 Oclober, 1941, he proved
to be a daning and skillful leader and won the Oak Leaves 1o the Knight's Cross
while commanding the division. Information from Mark C. Yerger archives.



of I. Panzerarmee's front, Popov had become very concerned about
his Mobiie Groups lack of progress. In an attempt to get his falter-
ing attack moving again. Popov ordered Poluboyarov to begin prepa-
rations for the continuation of offensive operations. After the ar-
rival of the 3rd Tank Corps in Kramatorsk, Poluboyarov reorga-
nized his tank brigades, distributing the newly arrived tanks be-
tween his 14th and [2th Guards Tank Brigades. Popov also shifted
the 4]st Rifle Division to the west from Lisichansk, reinforcing the
uring 195th Rifle Division and the 57th Rifle Division at Slavyansk.
Costly fighting there continued to use up infantry sirength and am-
munition supplies at a rate the Soviets could scarcely afford. To the
east, in front of I11. Panzer-Korps' defensive positions, the 10th and
18th Tank Corps remaining bogged down in heavy fighting at
Slavyansk and in areas forther eastward.

When Popov's tank corps were forced to remain on the defen-
sive at Kramatorsk, the Russians shifted forces from the east to try
and force a decision at Slavyansk. At the same time, the Germans
brought up what reserves they sl possessed angd were able to block
Soviet progress south of the Northern Donets River. By 5 February,
the Soviet atiack was seriously behind schedule, having been un-
able to quickly break through the center of 1. Panzerarmee or thrust
past Kramatorsk toward Stalino.

While the 4th Guards and 3rd Tank Corps were unable to ad-
vance south of Kramatorsk, the other two tank corps of Mobile
Group Popov were forced to participate in costly and time consum-
ing operations assisting rifle division attacks east of Slavyansk. The
Soviet rifle divisions attempting to push the Germans out of their
defensive positions on the south bank of the Donets in the Slavyansk-
Voroshilovgrad area were 100 weakened by earlier fighting to suc-
ceed without tank support. As a result, the Russians had (o use tanks
from Mobile Group Popov (o support the breakthrough operations
of the rifle divisions. This was one of the ultimately fatal deficien-
cies of Popov’s tank corps. The Russians had believed that even
their weakened rifle divisions conld still punch through the Ger-
man defenses, because they were convinced that the Germans were
finished. They had gambled and lost. After the prolonged fighting
for Lisichansk and Slavyansk, the chances for a decisive Soviet
breakthrough began o disappear.

By S February. it was clear that the Soviet tank corps did not
have enough tank strength to be able to support infantry attacks and
still penetrate the German front. Adding to the difticulties facing
Popov’s Mobile Group, were the weather and Jogistical shortcom-
ings of the Soviet Army. Ice, deep snow drifts and periodical brief
thaws created supply problems the Russians could not solve. Ve-
hicies moving over difficult roads in the winter broke down at a
high rate, thus exacerbating an already existing shortage of supply
trucks and other vehicles.

Chuapier Four: The Barttle for Kharkov Begins

A Panzer 11l of $S-Panzer-Regiment 2 with several “Duas Reich” Panzergrenadiers
perched on uts decks. When the division accupied defensive positions along the Oskul
River in late Junuary, the Panzer Regiment had 66 Panzer s in 1ts two batralions.
1t is armed with a Sci cannon sohich was later upgreded with a longer barreled gun
of the same caliber. The unproved gun had a much greater shell veloctry. (The author’s
colleciion)

Doubtless the surprising tenacity of the Germans also surprised
Soviet commanders. given the existing estimation of German jn-
tentions and resolve before the launching of the offensive. Due 10 a
combination of factors, in the period before 7-8 February, the 1.
Panzerarmee defenses in the Slavyansk-Lisichansk area succeeded
in critically detaying Popov’s southern progress and began to force
the Sovicts towards a path of less resistance, which lay further (0
the west. This would ultimately contribute to the creation of an
opportunity for a counterattack by Manstein’s Panzer divisions.
Although the operations of Mobile Group Popov remained a con-
cern, the situation around Kharkov was more serious and greatly
disturbed Manstein. The 1. Panzerarmee, although hard pressed.
seemed to have the situation under control by 7 February, while at
that date, the sitwation 1n the Kharkov area seemed (o be worsening
every day. With absolutely no uncommitted Panzer reserves,
Manstein cast a nervous eye toward Kharkov in the first days of
February. In Lost Victories, he discussed the difficulties facing the
German armies during this period.

Above all, the situation in the area of Army Group B —i.e.
in the region of Kharkov — was shaping so ominously that all
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sorts of opportunities were opening up 10 the enemy. Not only
could he drive through to the Dnepr crossings at
Dnepropetrovsk and Zaporozsche and cut off Don Army Groups
communications there: it was even possible for him (o cross
the river further up stream and block it from the west. Besides
shifting Fourth Panzer Army over to the western wing of the
Army Group, therefore it would be necessary to form a new
grouping of forces 1o replace Army Group B’s allied armies,
which had by now gone almost completely to pieces.”

The new forces Manstein referred to were the handful of divi-
sions available 1o Armeeabteilung Lanz. This army, charged with
forming lines of defense cast of Kharkov. was in danger of losing
Kharkov to the advancing units of the 6th Army and the 3rd Tank
Army before it could even fully assemble. North and northeast of
the city, 168. and “Grossdeutschland™ were pushed back 1oward
the city. while it was only a matter of time before the positions of
Regiment “Deutschland™ were isolated and overrun. Rybalko’s 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps was already approaching the Northern Donets
southeast of the city. Meanwhile, Rybalko’s 12th Tank Corps had
crossed the Oskul north of Kupyansk and was on the move through
the rear areas of 298. Infanterie-Division, pushing quickly toward
Chugujev. which was slightly southeast of Kharkov. The town was
located on the west bank of the Northern Donets and was a key
railroad, bridge site and road junction.

However, as the Russians approached the nver in the Chugujev
sector. units of Dietrich’s “Leibstandarte™ were taking vup defen-
sive positions on the eastern bank, at the towns of Martovaja and
Chotomlja. Russian reconnaissance attacks probed the SS defenses
along the river and forward eclements of the 3rd Tank Army were
approaching from the east, having reached the town of Petschenegi.
This town was only a few kijlometers due east of the “Leibstandarte”
lines at Chugujev. The division had positioned battle groups of its
S§S-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH” east of the town. Behind it were stationed
meager reserves, consisting of a company of Grenadiers from SS-
PzG.-Rgl. 2 “LAH.” supporied by self-propelled anti-tank guns of
the Panzerjager-abteilung and a battery of assault guns.

The division’s Aufklarungsabteilung, under its aggressive
young commander. SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Kurt Meyer, received or-
ders to conduct a reconnaissance attack southeast of the “LAH”
positions at Petschenegi. Meyer was to reach the bridges at
Balabajevka and Wassilenkovo, in order to secure the retreat of a
battle group belonging to 298. Infanterie-Division. Meyer was or-
dered to hold the bridges and allow the retreating German infantry
to cross over the Burluk River (o safety. However, when Meyer's

* Manstein, pg. 415,
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SS-Hauptsturmfiitheer Heinrich Springer, commander of 3. Kompanie SS-
Panzergrenadier-Regiment 1 “LAH.” Springer won the Knight's Cross in January
of 1942. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

forward reconnaissance squads scouled the roads leading to the river,
it was discovered that Soviet units were already over the Burluk in
strength and moving west of the river in several sirong columns.
One of these SS reconnaissance detachments, advancing in the
dark toward the village of Wassilenkovo, unexpectedly found them-
selves in a dangerous situation when it reached a stretch of road
leading into a forest and sensed the presence of Soviet forces. The
small detachment of reconnaissance troops watched as signs of
Russian activity became noticeable along the road and in the forest
itself. The commander of the troop, SS-Untersturmfiihrer Maurer,
detected signs that made him uneasy about trying to make their
way through the woods at night and decided to bypass the forest.
Fortunately for the small detachment(, Maurer’s decision was cor-
rect. When the company moved around the woods they were de-
lected and fired upon but were able 10 escape and continue.”

™ Lehmann, pg. 44-45.



In the meantime, the remaining elements of 298. Infanterie-
Division which were still holding Kupyansk were in danger of be-
ing totally destroyed and had received orders to abandon the town
and fight their way to the west. There were already Russian troops
operating in the division’s rear, marching through its commuonica-
tions zone, towards the Donets River crossings southeast of Kharkov.
Part of Meyer’s reconnaissance battalion. under command of SS-
Hauptsturmfiihrer Gustav Knitiel, provided mobile fire support to
the 298. Infanterie-Division battle group, covering its withdrawal
from Kupyansk. All around the German column, a broad tide of
Soviet troop columns flowed westward, advancing both to the north
and south and threatening to cut off Knittel and the Army 1roops.
West of Kupyansk. on the road leading toward Chugujev, Maurer’s
small detachment joined up with Knittel’s group in order 10 assist
in providing rear guard protection for the column.

Somewhat unrealistically, given its condition. the division had
been given orders to establish a new defensive position on both
sides of Schevischenkovo during the night of 3-4 February. The
small town of Schevischenkovo was just south of the bridges over
the BurJuk which were in the hands of Rybalko’s 12th Tank Corps
and was south of Regiment “Deutschland” positions west of
Olkhovatka. It is probable that Armeeabteilung Lanz intended to
move the division in1o a position where it could occupy positions
securing the flank of the SS regiment, tying in with Regiment
“Deutschland” 10 the nornh and “Leibstandanie” to the south.

However. due 10 their swift progress after crossing over the
Oskul north of Kupyansk. the Russians had rendered these orders
useless. Once across the river, the only German opposition to the
3rd Tank Army’s advance through the gap between Kupyansk and
Regiment “Deutschland” positions to the north of the city, were
attacks from the Luftwaffe. Stukas had attacked elements of the
15th Tank Corps on 3 February. causing some losses in vehicles
and equipment, but not causing any appreciable delays. Given the
situation, the order to establish a defensive position on the west
bank of the Buriuk was obviously no longer possible, even if the
division had been capable of carrying out such a mission in the first
place. The rapid rate of advance by the 3rd Tank Army gave the
Germans a taste of the disruption of Blitzkrieg. as events moved
faster than the German command could react. Orders received at
the Headquarters of 298. Infanterie-Division were rendered useless
by the speed of advance by the Soviet armored spearhead. How-
ever, the speed of the breakthrough caused problems for the Rus-
sians as well.

The advance of the lead units of the 3rd Army left the main
elements of Kharitonov’s 6th Army rifle divisions far behind, be-
cause they were not motorized. In addition, some of Kharitonov's

Chapter Four: The Baitle for Kharkoy Begins

infantry was delayed by the resistance put up by 320. Infanterie-
Division and the various Army, SS and Police detachments in the
area. The slow, mostly road bound sled columns of the Soviet rifle
divisions laboriously followed in the wake of the wide wracked T-
34s and KV lanks. Russian tank formations were able 10 drive off
the road. outflank a defensive position and lose very little time be-
fore proceeding again. In doing so, however, they left the slower
infantry columns behind.

The Germans also experienced difficulties due to a critical lack
of sufficient vehicles. Once any non-motorized German units were
forced to abandon their defensive positions, they experienced simi-
lar problems in moving quickly if rail transport was not available.
Neither the 298. or 320. [nfanterie-Division were motorized, al-
though the headquarters detachments probably still possessed a few
vehicles. However, most of their artillery and heavy weapons were
horse drawn. Within a short time, the poor animals pulling guns
and heavy loads of ammunition. lacking proper food and rest. be-
came totally exhausted. As a result, both divisions had difficultes
moving their artillery and some of their vital guns eventually had (o
be destroyed and left behind. Meanwhile, the Soviet tank columns
flowed around the division’s regiments on all sides, while attack-
ing Russian rifle divisions pursued relentlessly.

There was not much Lanz could do to aid the embattled divi-
sional battle groups fighting their way through icy terrain and deep
snow, as he had no reserves to spare. Food and supplies quickly
became scarce. because it was not possible 10 consistently supply
the divisions by air, due to the difficulty in locating the moving
units and because the Russtan could direct heavy anti-aircraft fire
on German supply planes attempting 1o drop supplies and ammuni-
tion. Lanz remained in contact by radio with the beleaguered Ger-
man troops and sent small SS mobile detachments 1o cover the re-
treat. The Armeeabteilung was pressed too hard on all fronts east of
Kharkov 10 be able to create a battle group strong enough 1o have a
reasonable chance to fight its way through 10 the encircled divi-
sions. They were left on their own, to fight through to safety or be
destroyed.

Lanz wanted to pull Regiment “Deutschiand™ back to Volchansk
and assemble the entire division in that area, shortening his defen-
sive lines. However, in order to do so, it was necessary for
“Grossdeutschland” to take over the defense of the sector northeast
of Kharkov, in the Olkhovatka area. Given the pressure exerted
upon it by the 69th Army, the Army division could not disengage
any of its forces 10 take over the “Das Reich” sector. It was impos-
sible for the division to pull an entire regiment out of line in order
to replace “Deutschland.” In any event, Regiment “Deutschland™
was also heavily engaged, under constant attack and could not have
been easily withdrawn itself.
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The SS regiment was forced to give up its positions at Kosinka
and Borki in any event and had to withdraw to avoid being cuc off.
When Soviet penetrations threatened to envelope the regiment’s
wwo forward battalions, the SS troops were forced to pull back and
11.7and I11./“Deutschland” conducted a fighting withdrawal to posi-
tions west of Olkhovatka. There the two battahons dug in behind 1./
“Deutschland,” which was already entrenched in forward positions.
The regiment built a bulwark around Olkhovatka which stowed the
right wing of the 3rd Tank Armmy considerably during the next sev-
eral days.

Although the advance of the 3rd Tank Army in the Regiment
“Deutschland™ area was slowing: Rybalko’s army enjoyed more
success in the south. where Soviet forces continued to advance rap-
idly. The 111th Rifle Division pushed further to the west, supported
by tanks of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. Lead elements of the
division’s infantry, riding on tanks of the 20 1st Tank Brigade, pushed
to the Northern Donets north of the Petschenegi area. This penetra-
tion drove a solid wedge between 298. Infanterie-Division and cre-
ated a southern border (o a salient forming around the positions
held by Regiment "Deutschland™ It also threatened the approaches
to the Northern Donets River crossings at Chugujev and Petschenegi.
Frustrated by the failure to dislodge the SS Grenadiers, Rybalko
decided to reinforce his one success, which was in the south. He
committed the | 2th and 1 5th Tank Corps in an attack on Petschenegi.
while the 201st Tank Brigade and 11 [th Rifle Division were to con-
tinue their advance toward Chugujev and capture the town. On the
right wing of the army. the 48th Guards Rifle Division and the 160th
Rifle Diviston were to attack Regiment *‘Deutschland’ a1 Olkhovatka
and cross the Plotva River, which flowed from north of Olkhovatka
toward the Northern Donets.

While Rybalko's attack continued (o gain ground in the 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps area, the Soviet 69th and 40th Armies also
continued their offensives. Lieutenant General K.S. Moskalenko's
40th Army had four rifle divisions in his first echelon and the sup-
port of a tank brigade. On the second day of his attack. Moskalenko
unleashed two mobile groups, each built around a tank brigade.
One group, consisting of the 116th Tank Brigade and elements of
the 183rd Rifle Division, was ordered to break through the German
positions north of Belgorod and envelope the city to the west, while
the second was to take Gostischchevo, which was a few kilometers
due north of the northern edge of Belgorod.

The 116th Tank Brigade found an undefended gap in the Ger-
man defenses, after passing through the lines of the 309th Rifle
Division. proceeded south and reached the western environs of
Belgorod on the following day. The second mobile group. made up
of the 192nd Tank Brigade and infantry of the 309th Rifle Division.

captured Gostischchevo on 6 February. Other elements of the 40th
Army marched further west of the 116th Tank Brigade mobile group
and began to effect the complete envelopment of Belgorod. In the
meantime, Moskalenko’s 4th Tank Corps and accompanying rifle
divisions, which had been involved in cleaning up German and Axis
troops in the rear areas of the army, finally began to reach the army.*

The German situation at Belgorod was critical, as Korps Raus’s
168. Infanterie-Division alone could not hold the city against the
onslaught of the entire 40th Army. The German command had al-
ready sent whatever reinforcements could be spared to reinforce
the division, but a few assault guns and a company or two of secu-
ity troops were not much help. The Hungarian troops were of no
use in any real fighting. In order to counter Moskalenko’s assault
into the rear of Korps Raus, elements of “Grossdeutschland” were
sent to the aid of 168. Infanterie-Division. Heeresgruppe B ordered
the Aufklirungsabteilung of “Grossdeutschland” to proceed to
Belgorod. The weather conditions were bad however, and the fro-
zen roads prevented the batalion from reaching the city antil 4
February.

As soon as the battalion arrived, it was ordered to conduct a
reconnaissance to the north of the city and block the advance of
Russian columns that had penetrated the defenses of 168.Infanterie-
Division and were sweeping westward. Armecabteilung Lanz piv-
oted [[./Grenadier Regiment “Grossdeutschland” and JUL./Fisilier
Regiment “Grossdeutschland” around to defend the sector between
Belgorod and Voltschansk. After moving into the area north and
cast of Belgorod. these units made several sharp counterattacks
against Russian roops it contacted. Kampfgruppe Kassnitz, named
after the commander of a battle group which consisted of the rein-
forced Fiisilier Regiment “Grossdeutschland™ (minus II1./Fiisilier-
Regiment ) took over the defense of the sector northeast of
Volchansk.

Kampfgruppe Kassnitz arrived on 5 February and took over a
defensive sector in the valley of the Neshegol River. In the mean-
time, the Anfkldrungsabteilung “GD” established a blocking posi-
tion north of Belgorod. However, no sooner had it arrived, than the
battalion was ordered 1o provide rear guard cover for major ele-
ments of 168, Infanterie-Division, which were falling back toward
Belgorod. The front around Belgorod was penetrated in numerous
areas, the Russians pouring through gaps in the disintegrating de-
fensive front of the intantry division. Air reconnaissance reports
and intelligence information revealed the location of the most dan-
gerous Russian advances. One was the attack of the two mobile
groups, spearheaded by the 116th and 192nd Tank Brgades, and
the other was the advance of the Soviet 69th Army.

* Glantz, pgs. 163-170.
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The assault gun batralion of “'Das Reich” was commanded by S&Hauplslurh!ﬁihrtr Walrter Kniep in the winter of 1942-43. The piciure shows a battery of freshly painted
Sturmgeschiitz 11y in the street of a Russian village. The man on the right is battery commander SS-Untersturmfiihrer Wolfgung Ouo. On the left is SS-Obersiurmfiihrer
Hartmut Broun. (Courstesy of Mark C. Yerger)

Kazakov's 219th andi61st Rifle Divisions antacked towards
Belgorod while to the south, two other rifle divisions split the un-
defended seam between “Grossdeutschland™ and ~“Das Reich.” This
attack, made by the 270th Rifle Division, captured the viilage of
Barsuk, which had been occupied by Hunganan troops. The Hun-
garians hurriedly evacuated Barsuk as soon as they were threat-
ened by the Soviet attackers. The Axis troops, their morale destroyed
by the rigors of a very difficult retreat, made no pretense of trying
1o put up a fight.

During the course of the following days, the 69th Army, at-
1acking with four rifle divisions abreast, drove “Grossdeutschlangd”
gradually to the west. On the right or northern flank of the army,
the advance of the 219th and 161st Rifle Divisions was temporarily
held up by the stubborn defense of elements of the Fiisilier Regi-
ment “GD.” For two days main elements of the Soviet divisions
fought to take the town, while the left flank of the army, the 270th
and 180th Rifle Divisions. continued their advance until they were
halted at Pankov and Belyi Kolodes. North of the Plotwa River, at
Pankov. [./Fiisilier Regiment “GD.” supported by SS-Kradschiitzen-
Bataillon 2, finally halted the advance of the 270th Rifle Division.
The only sector in which the Russian advance continued was in the
40th Army sector and southeast of Kharkov, where the 6th Guards
Cavalry Corps remained on the move.

The slowing of the advance of the 69th Army and the failure of
the 3rd Tank Army to achieve a significant breakthrough frustrated
the Voronezh Front commander. Golikov urged Rybalko to make
every effort to quickly get his army moving, as it was imperative (o
take the Donets River before the Germans could withdraw to the
west bank and prepare an organized defense of the river line.
Golikov’s concern was transmitted to Rybalko and resulted in 3rd
Tank Army making its man effort for 3 February on its southern
flank.

Rybalko’s assault on the Northern Donets was led by two spear-
heads of tanks and motorized infantry. The 12th Tank Corps and
15th Tank Corps assembled behind the 62nd Guards Rifle Division
during the night of 2-3 February and began their attack on the next
day. On the southern flank of the attack, the 12th Tank Corps armor
advanced in column formation toward Chugujev, along with its 13th
Motorized Rifle Brigade. The other corps attack was spearheaded
by the 15th Tank Corps, whose objective was Petschenegi. on the
Donets just nocth of Chugujev. The two tank corps found their ad-
vance blocked by SS units holding the crossing sites on the river.

At Petschenegi, the 15th Tank Corps, accompanied by infantry
of the 160th Rifle Division, made contact with the first defending
SS units on 3 February. These were two companies of SS-PzG.-
Rgt. 1 “LAH,” holding a defensive position about seven kilometers
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west of the river, at the town of Artemovka. After brief fighting, the
two SS companies pulled back to the main defensive positions at
Petschenegi. on the Donets itself. The rver was frozen solid and
infantry of the 160th Rifle Division crossed the ice without diffi-
culty and assaulted the “Leibstandarte” defensive positions in an i}l
advised frontal attack. Attacking across the frozen river, which pro-
vided no cover at all, proved 10 be a tactical disaster, particularly
when the SS troops were equipped with the new MG-42 machine
gun with its extremely high rat of fire. The attacks failed to estab-
lish a bridgehead and the bodies of hundreds of Russians lay jn
heaps on the ice of (he tiver. After these assaults were repulsed, the
remaining infantry of the forward detachments of the 15th Tank
Corps searched for suitable alternate crossing sites, while waiting
for reinforcements. in the form of the 13th Motorized Rifle Brigade
1o arrive. The column, which was strung out far behind the forward
detachment, was delayed by the condition of the roads and did not
arrive for some time.

While the Russians prepared for another attack a1 Petschenegi,
the 12th Tank Corps and infantry of the 62nd Guards Rifle Divi-
sion passed south of the 15th Tank Corps columns and approached
Chugujev. Soviet troops occupied two small villages five to ten
kilometers east of Chugujev on 3 February. Early on the moming
of 4 February, Rybalko ordered the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps, in
cooperation with infantry of the 6th Army’s 350th Rifle Division,
to advance 10 the river south of the town. Cavalry detachments oc-
cupied the town of Shevchenkovo. which lay astride the main road
over which 298. Infanterie-Division was withdrawing toward the
Donets. These were the forces thal Meyer’s patrols had discovered
when conducting reconnaissance operations east of the main
“Letbstandarte” positions. The two divisions of the SS-Panzer-Korps
were thus faced with the difficult problem of holding the Donets,
which me¢ant maintaining mobile groups for counterattacks, while
simultaneously keeping the lines of retreat open for both 320. and
298. Infanterie-Division and covering their withdrawal. The pri-
mary effort had to be the defense of the Donets and there was httle
that could be done to provide the two infantry divisions with more
than a few platoons of reconnaissance troops, without jeopardizing
this mission.

The intentions of the 3rd Tank Army were now clear to Hausser
and Armeeabteilung Lanz. The two attack groups, one in the
Olkhovatka area and the other (12th and 15th Tank Corps) in the
Antemovka-Chuguyev area, were meant to cross the river, cut off
the retreating German infantry divisions southeast of Kharkov and
subsequently position themselves for the assauit on Kharkov. As it
was already apparent that the city was threatened in the north by
the forces of the Soviet 40th Army, then advancing west of Belgorod,

the main objective of Operation “Star” became clear to the German
command. Golikov’s attack was meant to capture Kharkov and de-
stroy its defenders.

The consequences of a Russian success in that area were sim-
ply disastrous, although not because of the city itself. More than
the loss of a prestigious city of the Ukraine, the loss of Kharkov
would mean that the SS-Panzer-Korps assembly area would be
threatened. This meant that any hope of conducting a counterattack
utilizing the rail and road net around Kharkov would be impos-
sible. In addition, if the SS divisions were destroyed defending the
city, the last strong Panzer reserves available to Manstein would be
Jost. With that in mind, Armeeabteilung Lanz ordered Korps Raus
and the SS-Panzer-Korps to hold their positions at all costs. Lanz
instructed 298. and 320. Infanterie-Divisionen (o fight through to
the Donets, hoping that they could armive with at least some of their
fighting strength intact. Their delaying actions occupied signifi-
cant Soviet infantry strength at a time when it was needed else-
where and at least proved to be an impediment to the Soviet ad-
vance east of Kharkov.”

Al that time, 320. Infanterie-Division was split into three regi-
mental battle groups, increasingly short of heavy weapons and bur-
dened with ever growing numbers of wounded. Similarly, 298.
Infanterie-Division painfully battled its way westward, leaving be-
hind it a trail of destroyed equipment and snow covered graves. On
5 February, the two army divisions received new instructions. They
were ordered to link up at the town of Andrejevka and then to es-
tablish a defensive position to defend that area. Armeeabteilung
Lanz hoped to build a firm southern flank below Kharkov with the
southern flank.

133

two divisions. in order to secure *‘Leibstandarie’s
but that hope was essentially a pipe dream. The two divisions were
exhausted by continuous fighting and exposure to the elements and
it was questionable whether either could even reach Andrejevka,
much less establish a credible defense of the sector.

In antempts to establish contact with their Army comrades,
“Leibstandarte’” conducted severa) reconnaissance operations south-
east of the Donets. The 1./Aufkldrungsabteilung “LAH.” under com-
mand of SS-Hauptsturmfibrer Gerhard Bremer, attacked from
Chugujev toward the village of Annovka, which was occupied by
mobile troops of the 12th Tank Corps, including at least a few tanks.
Bremer’s company was supported by artillery of the division and a
few 88mm guns of the Flak battalion. Positioned on the western
bank of the Donets, which is higher than the flat eastern river plain,
the 88s were able to hit Soviet tanks at a distance of several kilome-
ters, using their superior sights, which were designed for anti-air-

» NA/T-354, roll 120, la KTB SS-Panzer-Korps, frame 3753551-3753553.



craft defense. After destroying Russian forces which were comacted
near Annovka, Bremer pulled his battalion back 10 the river under
cover of the artillery and heavy Flak cannons.*

SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Hugo Kraas, commander-of [./SS-PzG.-
Rgt. 2 “LAH,” led a small, mobile detachment on a raid southeast
of Petscheneg). toward Izyum. hoping to make contact with 320.
Infanterie-Division. They did not find the German troops. however
and encountered tanks of the 201 st Tank Brigade and the 6th Guards
Cavalry Corps instead. When Kraas’s detachment tumed and sped
back toward their own lines, elements of Russian cavalry tried to
cut them off, and they had to fight their way through quickly, in
order (0 avoid being caught by the main elements of the column.
After receiving the report of the presence of Soviet cavalry and
armor from Kraas, his battalion was reinforced with anti-tank guns
and an additional company of infantry. A third attack was made by
3. Kompanie of Aufklarungsabteilung “LAH,” under command of
SS-Hauptsturmfithrer Gustav Knittel, which attempted to attack the
Soviet cavalry detachment which had occupied Shevchenkovo. On
the way (o the town, the §S vehicles became mixed up with a large,
strung out column of [talian and German troops. In the midst of this
confusion. a number of Soviel tanks took advantage of the sttuation
and launched an atack upon the company. It lost several vehicles
and was scattered by the attack, later regrouping and betng joined
by Maurer’s small group.

After spending the night near Shevchenkovo, Knittel decided
to try to push through Soviet troops traveling along the road to the
town of Malinovka, which was on the east bank of the Donets, south-
east of Chugujev. A German pilot had dropped a note informing
Knittel that there were Soviet cavalry units blocking the road. At
first, the thrust went well and the SS column dispersed a few small
groups of Russian horsemen as it pushed down the road. However,
as the column neared the town of Koroboschkino. it encountered
heavier resistance. A small column of Soviet infantry was scattered
by the company. and a number of Germans who had been captured
by the Russians. were freed. The SS vehicles sped onward, until
swinging around a bend in the road east of Korobotschkino, where
they ran head on into a Soviet road block. Russian infantry and
anti-tank gun positions held the position and instantly the company
was smothered with machine gun fire. grenades and anti-tank gun
shells. The SS drivers gunned their motors and raced past the road
block. but several vehicles were hit and destroyed. Other SS Grena-
diers leapt from their SPWs and assaulied Russian anti-tank gun
crews and machine gun positions. Most were killed or wounded,
but their sacrifices allowed the rest of the column to fight its way

® Lehmann, pg 47.
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past the road block and eventually reach Malinovka, where it linked
up with Bremer’s company.?

To the north of the Chugujev area. Regiment “Deutschland”
continued 10 prove a serious obstacle to the advance of Rybalko's
army. After being forced o pull back from Olkhovatka, the regi-
ment remained entrenched around the town of Veliky Burluk and
awailed the Russians. Attacks began on the afternoon of 4 Febru-
ary, when Soviet infantry, supported by T-34s, assaulted the SS pe-
rimeter from the north and east. SS-Panzer-Korps records state that
the regiment knocked out ten tanks and inflicted severe casualties
upon the attacking Soviet infantry. During prisoner interviews, cap-
tured Russian soldiers stated that their losses exceeded 50% and
that in many battalions, all the officers had been killed. Regiment
“Deutschland” was able to throw back all Russian attacks during
the day, once again frustrating Rybalko’s attempts to take Veliky
Burluk and destroy the SS Grenadiers.*

The Veliky Burluk salient, held by Regiment “Deutschland,”
protruded eastward and remained a concem of the Soviets on 5
February, because the salient provided a bridgehead from which
the Germans could launch counterattacks 1o the north and south.
South of Veliky Burluk. the 15th Tank Corps had crossed the Burluk
River and penetrated some twenly kilomelers to the east of the po-
sitions of Regiment “Deutschland” and its northern flank remained
vulnerable to thrusts from the salient. While Harme!’s regiment
fought off the Soviet attacks, Regiment “Der Fithrer” moved up (o
assemble at the town of Belyi Koledes. In this manner, Regiment
“Der Fithrer' established strong positions securing the notthern flank
of the Regiment “Deutschland” salient. After the arrival of the sec-
ond SS Panzergrenadier regiment. Russian concemns about the SS
salient proved to be justified.

At first light on 5 February, a Regiment “Der Fuhrer”
Kampfzruppe prepared to conduct an attack from the Belyi Kolodes
area southeastward, in order (o strike the flank of the Soviet infan-
iry concentrated in front of Regiment “Deutschland” at Veliky
Burluk. The §S-Panzer-Korps ordered “Leibstandarte” to continue
to hold the Chuguyev-Petscheneg) sector and reconnoiter 1o the
southeast and retajn contact with the remnants of the two encircled
army divisions. Regiment “Devtschland” was (0 hold its defensive
salient at Veliky Burluk, in spite of the presence of Soviet troops
threatening its flanks.

The [II./Regiment *Der Fiihrer,” commanded by SS-
Hauptsturmfiihrer Vincenz Kaiser and 1./SS-Panzer-Regiment 2, led
by SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Herbert Kuhlmann, began their attack from

7 Lehmann, pg. 42.
2 NA/T-354. roll 118, 1a KTB. Tagesmeldung SS-Panxer-Korps. (rame
3751512,
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assembly areas near Belyi Kolodes. In order 10 strike into the rear
of the Soviet troops engaged in combat with Regiment
“Deutschland,” the columns motored north for a few kilometers
until (urning east again, after reaching the main road running into
Olkhovatka from the north. By moving along this road the
Kampfgruppe moved into position to attack southward and hit the
northern flank of the Russian rifle division that was attacking the
eastern edge of the salient. During the advance, as the Kampfgruppe
pushed through the Plotwa River valley, the speeding SS armor left
a wake of fleeing Russian troops as the column passed through
several lightly defended villages.

The attack was supported by an attack of 16./Rgt.
“Deutschland” from the northwest of Veliky Burluk. This attack
was made with the objective of attacking Soviet positions south of
Veliky Burluk and reaching the rail line just southeast of that vil-
lage. In this manner, it was hoped to divert Soviet reserves and
attention from the main attack carried out by the “Der Fiihrer”
Kampfgruppe. The attack was led by the company commander, SS
Untersturmflihrer Heinz Macher.

The 16./Rgt. “Deutschland” (the regimental Pionjere, or com-
bat engineer company) began its attack at 0800 hours. The com-
pany was reinforced with a Scrn anti-tank gun, a heavy machine
gun squad of 12./Rgt. “Deutschland,” and a mortar detachment.
Starting from west of Veliky Burluk, 16./Rgt. “Deutschland” reached
the old German positions west of the village, and found them free
of Russians. The company occupied the entrenchments and awaited
further orders, while a platoon reconnoitered 10 the northwest out-
skirts of Veliky Burluk, which were clear of any Russian troops.”

The “Der Fiihrer” group penetrated about ten kilometers into
the flank of the 48th Guards Rifte Division west of Olkhovatka.
One group attacked due south, attacking the flank of the Soviet
48th Guards Rifle Division, while a second group, supported by SS
Panzers, advanced toward Olkhovatka. The southern SS thrust cut
off the rifle division’s 146th Rifle Regiment and forced most of the
rest of the Soviet troops attacking Veliky Burluk, to recoil to the
south. Kaiser’s second Kampfgruppe pushed further east, towards
Olkhovatka and approached the perimeter of the town by 1400 hours.
The Russians threw a rifle battalion, the 179th Tank Brigade and a
regiment of anti-tank gun troops at the SS attack, in order to block
its advance upon Olkhovatka. Supported by an attack of Stukas,
the SS Panzers drove Soviet troops away from Olkhovatka, pursu-
ing them to the north. The SS tanks followed the Soviet force for
the rest of the afternoon, delayed time after time by rear guard troops.
It appeared that the Russians were on the run and the SS armor

» Information from a privately held unit KTB courtesy of Mark C. Yerger.
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failed to reconnoiter properly as it pursued the Soviet troops. As a
result, Kaiser’s column blundered into an ambush. The Russjans
organized a well camouflaged position south of the town of Kupin
at nightfall, emplacing a screen of anti-tank guns and dug in tanks
across the line of attack of the SS column. Advancing in the dark-
ness, the lead tanks of 1./SS-Panzer-Regiment 2 ran into the Rus-
sian ambush and suffered heavy losses. Stung by the loss of over a
dozen tanks, Kuhimann pulled back and waited for daylight.

Although the attack had thrown back the infantry forces as-
saulting Regiment “Deutschland,” the Soviet amor advancing fur-
ther to the south, was not affected. The Armeeabteilung decided
that there was little chance of conducting a continuation of the at-
tack to reach Kupyansk, with the limited forces at hand. It con-
tented itself with the clearing of the Plotwa Valley and planned only
a subsequent strike into the rear of the Russian forces attacking
“Leibstandarte” in the Petschenegi-Chugujev area. The condition
of the roads made any operations of mobile units uncertain in any
event and by 5 February Kupyansk was already in Soviet hands.

While the “Das Reich” counterattack chopped up the Soviet
forces east of the Veliky Bur)uk-Belyi Koledes salient.
“Leibstandarte” was busy repulsing continuous reconnaissance at-
tacks by Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army along the Donets River. Infan-
ry of the 62nd Guards Rifle, 11)th Rifle and 160th Rifle Divisions
probed the river line during the day, trying to find suitable crossing
sites. At the same time, Russian mobile columns could be seen
moving across the entire front. SS observers and air reconnaissance
reported large columns of Soviet troops heading south, past the
southern flank of the SS defenses. These were probably columns of
the 12th Tank Corps or the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. on the march
towards crossings of the Donets south of Kharkov.

To the north, Armeeabteilung Lanz could do ittle but watch as
168. Infanterie-Division continued to give ground back towards
Belgarod, while “Grossdeutschland™ mobile units fought to detay
the advance of the 40th Army north and east of the city. Elements
of “Grossdeutschland” battled the 69th and 40th Armies, while “Das
Reich” continued to hold up the advance of Rybalko’s 3rd Tank
Army in the Belyi Kolodes-Veliky Burluk sector. Meanwhile, south-
east of the city, along the Northern Donets, “Leibstandarte’s”
Panzergrenadier regiments and the divisiona! mobile battalions de-
fended the river line. Between the Donets and the Kupyansk-Izyum
sector, 320. and 298. Infanterie-Division continued to struggle west,
harried by Soviet cavalry and infantry.

On the moming of 6 February, bedraggled groups of soldiers
from 298. Infanterie-Division began 1o reach German lines. Mov-

0 NA/T-354, rol) 120.1a KTB SS-Panzer-Korps, Darstellung der Ereignisse
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ing ke the walking dead. half frozen and wrapped in rags for
warmth, the exhausted infantrymen stumbled into German lines.
Afier they reached safety, many of the men had to be compelled (o
take their place in defensive positions. Some began to recover some-
what after receiving warm food and hot tea and a number of the
men were used as crews to man ten 7.5cm Pak 40s (anti-tank guns)
and several heavy infantry howitzers. Kurt Meyer’s reconnajssance
batlalion had found the guns abandoned on a (rain in Malinovka
and had appropriated them for their own use. The anti-tank gans
where dragged into position and placed into positions covering the
approaches 1o the town. At 1100 hours, a group of about 600 men
from 298. Infanterie-Division reached “Leibstandarte™ positions,
and an hour later, a second column of 800 men from the same divi-
sion limped past the SS lines and entered Malinovka.”!

Russian infaniry and ski troops had made company and battal-
10n steength reconnaissance attacks on the division's forward posi-
tions during the entire night of 5-6 February. They tirelessly searched
for a weak gap in the SS positions along the nver between the
Chotomlja-Martowaja-Petschenegi-Malinovka strong points. At
several places gaps were discovered and Russian infantry infiltrated
between the German units. South of Malinovka, a Russian com-
pany crept through the German forward positions completely un-
detected and occupied the village of Gniliza. Once their presence
was discovered, this group of infiltrators was counterattacked
promptly by a hastily organized Kampfgruppe, commanded by SS-
Obersturmfiihrer Josef Diefenthal. Diefenthal’s counterattack was
assisted by mobile flak guns of 5./Flakabieilung “Leibstandarte.”
The Soviet troops in the village were cleared out by the aftemoon.
Throughout the day, the division conducted a very active defense
of their sector.

Kurt Meyer’s Aufklirungsabteilung aitacked a Soviet baual-
ion marching in ¢column in the afternoon, catching it on open ground
as it advanced east of Chugujev. Moving without adequate flank
security, the Russians walked into an ambush set up by the enter-
prising Meyer. Afier reconnaissance patrols spotted the Russian
vehicles and infantry moving along a road near Andrejevka, Meyer
positioned anti-tank guns and assault guns in concealed positions
located on higher ground. When the Russians entered the killing
zone. the trap was sprung and the column was destroyed. For a loss
of four German dead and thirteen missing or wounded, the Ger-
mans inflicted over 250 casualties on the Russian column and cap-
tured an anti-tank gon. several heavy guns and 200 horses. How-
ever. the Russians continued to infiltrate the SS lines and great vigi-
lance had to be maintained at all times. The Soviet infantry often

! Ibid. frame 3753559,
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Alfons Siegmaier. assault gun platoon commander i SS-Sturmgeschitz Bataillon 2.
Stegmaier won the German Cross in Gold in December of 1943 for actions which
inclided combar operations during the Kharkov fighting. (Courtesy of Mark C.
Yerger)

picked the most inhospitable terrain, such as swamps or marshes,
knowing that these areas would be less heavily watched. Near
Martovaja, a platoon sized force of Russian infantry had penetrated
the defenses of 1./SS-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH™ and entrenched them-
selves in a small, wooded marsh along the niver before they were
detected.?? After their presence became known, the division planned
to assault the woods on the following day and clear the Russians
out.

2 NAST-354, roll 120,12 KTB SS-Panzer-Korps, Darstellung der Ercignisse
an 5.2.1943. frame 3753561
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A Skripai, to the south of Malinovka, a larger Russian attack
against ./SS-PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LLAH.” broke through the town defenses
and occupied a section of the perimeter. A counterattack was or-
dered and a Kampfgruppe was quickly organized by the regiment.
Within minutes, supported by assault guns and mobile 2cm Flak
guns, Grenadiers of the regiment counterattacked the Russians.
Advancing behind the assault guns, the SS Grenadiers assaulted
the penetration at its base. while 2cm explosive shells, fired from
the Flak guns, blasted Russian positions. As the Russians were not
allowed time to dig in, they were vulnerable to counterattack and
heavy weapons fire. The quick German response sealed off the pen-
etration and forced the Russian infantry to fight their way out of the
trap and abandon Skripai.

By the end of the day, Rybalko’s infantry attacks still were not
able to get across the Northern Donets directly east of Kharkov.
After conferting with Golikov and Vasilevsky, he proposed to swing
the 6th Cavalry Corps, still led by the 201st Tank Brigade. turther
to the south in an attempt to outflank “Leibstandarte’s” defenses.
The corps was to cross the river below the town of Zmiev and thrust
towards the town of Ljubotin, passing through an undefended gap
south of Kharkov. This was the sector that 298. Infanterie-Division
was supposed to have occupied, but that division was not able to
defend the gap and a dangerous sitvation began to develop.

A 6th Cavalry Corps anack across the Donets into the gap at
Zmiev, would cut vital rail lines entering Kharkov from the south.
The stubborn resistance of Regiment “Deutschland.” coupled with
the counterattack of the “Der Fiihrer”” Kampfgruppe. had prevented
Rybalko from crossing the river east of Kharkov and Rybalko hoped
that the cavalry could push through the gap created by the attack of
the 6th Amiy south of the Kupyansk area. The only German forces
in the gap were the remnants of 298. Infanterie-Division, and these
troops proved no hindrance to the Soviet cavalry, as they had not
established a solid defensive front. Golikov approved Rybalko’s
decision and the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps assembled east of Zmiev,
in preparation for its enveloping attack around the southeastern edge
of Kharkov.”

In the evening of 6 February. SS-Panzer-Korps received or-
ders from Armeeabteilung Lanz for the following day. Lanz re-
quested radio reports from 320. Infanterie-Division regarding its
progress toward Andrejevka, but received only partial reports. Lanz
knew that the main elements of the division remained southeast of
the German lines but did not have any detailed information. The
586. Grenadier Regiment remained completely out of contact with
the division's headquarters and its exact location was altogether

» Glanfz, pg. 166.
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unknown. Elements of the division were ordered to concentrate at
the town of Ssawinzy while its rear guard was busy fighting off
Russian attacks near BaJakleya. The Soviet 172nd Rifle Divisjon
pushed the Kampfgruppe holding Balakleya out of the town and
continued its pursuit of the Germans. The 6th Ritle Division tried
1o encircle and crush units of the division northwest of the town,
but the desperate German troops broke through the Russian troops
and fought steadily to the west and safety. Due to the fluid, uncer-
tain nature of the division’s tortuous withdrawal, it was difficelt to
plan relief or escort operations because the location or intentions of
the separate regimental batile groups were often not known.

The Russians were also frustrated by the division’s actions,
which occupied a significant portion of the 6th Army’s strength.
Although the stubborn delaying actions of the division had not ap-
preciably slowed the advance of the lead units of the 6th Army, its
commander, Lieutenant General Kharitonov had committed ele-
ments of three divisions to the task of destroying Postel’s division.
Major portions of the 350th, 172nd and 6th Guards Rifle Divisions
attempted to block its withdrawal and destroy the division before it
could fight its way into German lines and reach safety. Xharitonov
planned to wipe out the stubborn German infantry battle groups
struggling toward the Donets and then cross the river south of the
6th Guards Cavalry Corps. His divisions would then drive west-
ward, with the intention of cutting the Kharkov-Losovaya railroad
line. which ran out of Kharkov to the south.

Meanwhile, the Germans preparations for the defense of the
city of Kharkov itself proceeded. The staff of the 213. Sicherungs-
Division (security division) was transported to the city and began
putting together local defense units, in anticipation of the inevi-
table Russian attack on Kharkov. Several batteries of 88mm Flak
guns were emplaced covering likely routes of advance for armor
and an emergency tank company was organized and equipped with
a half dozen captured T-34 tanks. North and east of Kharkov, the
situation continued to grow worse. At Belgorod, 168. Infanterie-
Division was falling back at all points and the city was threatened
with encirclement by Soviel troops (o the west and northwest. Air
reconnaissance discovered long columns of the 40th Army advanc-
ing toward Kharkov from the north.

The Russian pressure north and west of Regiment
“Deutschland” remained a problem, as a breakthrough in that area
would threaten the communications lines of the reinforced Regi-
ment “Der Fiihrer.” It appeared that it was necessary for
“Grossdeutschland” to secure the northern flank of SS-Panzer-Korps
above Olkhovatka and protect the SS counterattack, which had been
specifically ordered by Hitler himself. He had specified that it should
proceed 10 the southwest, with the right flank units driving in the



direction of Artemovka. Artemovka was an elongated village a few
kilometers east of the Northem Donets, at a point near Petschenegi,
near the center of the front held by “Leibstandarte.” An attack that
reached Artemovka would have considerably relieved Soviet pres-
sure upon “‘Leibstandarte” and so Hitler’s orders are perfectly un-
derstandable.™

Manstein describes the complex situation around Kharkov, as
it existed in that period. in Lost Vicrories. He had just completed a
marathon conference with Hitler regarding the further conduct of
the defensive operations in Heeresgruppe Don’s sector and the sim-
ation in southern Russia in general. Hitler had given his permission
to withdraw from the eastern section of the Donets Basin and pull
behind the Mius and Donets Rivers. However, accomplishing this
task was far from certain, given the realities of the situation.
Manstein still had to co-ordinate the realignment of the armies of
Heeresgruppe Don, as well as react to the multiple Russian
offensives unfolding from north of Kharkov to Stalino. A success-
ful defense of Kharkov remained doubtful given the strength of the
Russian offensive and the relative weakness of the forces available
to defend the city. The 168. Infanterie-Division was on the verge of
collapse at Belgorod, a development that threatened to unhinge
Armeeabteilung Lanz’ hold upon the entire Kharkov sector.
Heeresgruppe Don, in communication with Armeeabteilung Lanz,
made it clear that Kharkov was (0 be the comerstone of the north-
emn flank of Heeresgruppe Don, and was to be held at all costs. At
that point. there were still miiitary justifications for holding on to
Kharkov.* Loss of Kharkov meant that the Russians might be able
to quickly drive past the city (o the west and reach the Dnepr cross-
ings. far to the rear of Manstein's armies and cut the lines of com-
munication 10 Heeresgruppe Don. However, even if the city could
be held, his army group was faced with difficult battles and other
challenging situations. Before 4. Panzerarmee had completed its
move, the 1. Panzerarmee’s defense of the Northern Donets was of
great importance 10 the survival of Heeresgruppe Don. Once 4.
Panzeranmee completed its move, it was in position to block any
Soviet advance vpon the Dnepr crossings and the defense of the
city of Kharkov was of diminished importance.

Hoth’s 4. Panzerarmee had moved from the eastemn flank of
the army group to the westem flank, moving over roads nearly im-
passable with ice and snowdrifts or on rail lines sabotaged by Rus-
sian parusans every night. During the transfer, Armeeabteilung
Hollidt had strong Russian mobile forces threatening 10 penetrate
into 1ts rear areas, with the intention of driving south to reach Stalino
or Mariupo! and thereby cut the lines of communication and supply

“ Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 46.
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to the army. In the first week of February, while Holhdt fell back
towards the Mius, his army was farther east than the Soviet armies
that were attempting to drive through 1. Panzerarmee and encircle
his army. Hollidt was also hard pressed 10 defend his front from the
attacks of the 5th Tank Army and the 5th Shock Army of General
R.I. Malinovsky’s South Front. If Soviet mobile groups broke
through the army’s thin shell of defense. the retreat of
Armeeabteilung Hollidt threatened o become a race o see who
would reach the Mius first. There was also the danger, that even if
Hollidt was able to conduct a successful withdrawal to the old Ger-
man defensive positions on the west bank of the Mius, his army
might find that it was cut off by Mobile Group Popov’s march to
the shore of the Sea of Azov.

The |. Panzerarmee, commanded by General der Kavallerie
Mackensen, had settled into the defense of the middle Donets area.
from the Voroshilovgrad area and westwards along the river.
Eberhard von Mackensen joined the German Army in 1908, first
serving with Hussar Regiment 1 as a Levutnant der Kavallerie. He
served in the Army during World War [ and the Reichsheer in the
post-war period. By 1934 he reached the rank of Oberst (Colonel)
and in late 1937 commanded of 1. Kavallarie-Brigade. On 1 Janu-
ary, 1939, Mackensen was promoted to Generalmajor and served
as Chief of Staff of 12. Armee vntil January of 1942, when he took
command of 111. Panzer-Korps. In November of 1942. Mackensen
assumed command of |. Panzerarmee having been promoted to
Generalleutnant while leading III. Panzer-Korps. His la was
Oberstleutnant Wolf-Riidiger Hauser. a thirty-six year old Staft of-
ficer who previously served as an adjutant to the chief of the Gen-
eral Staff. He came to the army after serving as the Ja of 2. Panzer-
Division.*

Mackensen's army was only able to bring a single Panzer divi-
sion, one and a half infantry divisions and two corps headquarters
out of the Caucasus. This was due entirely to decisions made by
Hitler. and this time he had made the wrong choice. The blame for
the isolation of the much needed divisions of the army rested
squarely on his shouiders. He had delayed allowing the Panzer army
to move through Rostov and using it to reinforce Manstein's
Heeresgruppe Siid until the Soviet capture of Rostov closed the
gate, trapping the rest of Mackensen's divisions in the Caucasus.

Crisis at Kharkov
When dawn broke on 7 February, Armeeabteilung Lanz was faced
with a number of crisis situations. A Soviet storm was descending

% Information from Mark C. Yerger archives.
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upon the entire sector. advancing from the north, east and south. By
0800 hours, German air reconnaissance reporied the Soviets were
moving to attack in all sectors of the front from north to south. In
the north, a column of approximately 1000 men and twenty tanks
was spolted north of Belgorod and a second column of unknown
strength was observed farther to the cast. To the south, lead ele-
ments of the Soviet 172nd Rifle Division pursued 320. Infanterie-
Division, moving along the rail line towards Zmiev. South of the
stretch of the Donets held by “Leibstandarte’s” two Panzergrenadier
regiments. the 350th Rifle Division had thrown bridgeheads over
the Northern Donets River, near Zmiev, while the 201st Tank Bri-
gade, still in the lead of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. moved closer
to the Donets. All along the front held by “Leibstandarte” Russian
rifle and tank troops were assembling for an attack upon the
division’s entire front along the river. In the center. Regiment
“Deutschland” still held its satient, but the regiment’s position be-
came more precarious by the hour. This was particularly true when
Grenadier-Regiment “Grossdeutschland” was pulled out of the
division’s sector north of the Veliky Burluk salient and sent 1o rein-
force the faltening 168. Infanterie-Division.

The 168. Infanterie-Division was involved in difficult fighting
early in the moming and was pushed back along its entire front. in
spite of reinforcements from “Grossdeutschland.” The
Autklirungsabteilung “Grossdeutschland,” defending the ap-
proaches to Belgorod through the Northern Donets River valley,
was forced to give ground as well. It was reinforced on 7 February
by a Kampfgruppe of the Fihrer-Begleit-Bataillon, consisting of 5
Panzer JVs, two assault guns and two Pak 40 anti-tank gups, as
well as two companies of Grenadiers. Elements of the Grenadier
Regiment were arriving, but these troops were too little, too late.
Welcome as these troops were, a few lanks, a weakened regiment
and several baiteries of assault guns could do little more than help
10 temporarily blunt one of the aitacking Soviet columns closing in
on Belgorod.

By mid-aftermoon, the situation had become so critical, that
the Grenadier Regiment “Grossdeutschland,” at that time on the
march from Kharkov, was given the assignment of blocking the
Soviet advance along the roads leading into Kharkov from the north.
Lanz anticipated that the Russians would break through the defenses
of 168. Infanterie-Division before the regiment could reach its as-
signed defensive positions. The Fisilier Regiment “Gross-
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deutschland.” defending on “Das Reich’s” northern flank, was or-
dered to fall back westward, conducting delaying actions as it with-
drew. This completely exposed the northern flank of the SS regi-
ment. At 1600 hours, Russian troops were reported to be entering

the environs of Belgorod from the north and east.
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A Fieseler Storch (a light reconnaissance plane that could land
on a very short makeshift runway) was dispaiched to find the com-
manding general of 320. Infanterie-Division. The pilot was in-
structed to attempt to gather information about the division's plans
for its breakout to the west and safety. The division's lost regiment,
586. Grenadier Regiment remained out of contact with the remain-
der of the division and the survival of the regiment remained uncer-
tain. Late in the day, eighty men of the regiment, under command
of a captain, fought through Russian forces and reached German
lines. The group commander stated that only about 100 other survi-
vors of the regiment could be expected to make their way to safety.
This proved to be a pessimistic assessment of the situation, as nearly
the entire regiment was able 10 fight their way out of encirclement
by nightfall. Shortly after noon, the commander of the division,
Generalmajor Postel, was flown to Chugujev via the Storch which
had been provided to him. At Sepp Dietrich’s HQ, Postel tetephoned
Lanz to brief him on the situation. After receiving Poste)’s reports.
preparations went ahead for the arnival of the wounded djvision
and Poste! returned to his division.

A makeshift landing runway was constructed to allow Junkers
transport planes to evacuate the wounded of the division who sur-
vived the ordeal and reached Chugujev alive. Plans were made to
assist the retreat of the remainder of 320. Infanterie-Division wih
close support attacks by Stukas. Ammunition and supplies were
dropped by air to the surviving battle groups, some of which were
still in (he Balakleya area on the Kharkov-Chuguyev-Kupyansk
railroad. Halfway between the remaining main elements of the di-
vision and the safety of Chugujev. was the town of Andrejevka,
which also was located on the rail line. After receiving air dropped
provisions and ammunition west of Balakleya, the division was to
attempt o break through to Andrejevka. where a mobile Kampf-
gruppe of “Leibstandarte™ was to make contact with Postel and as-
sist in the withdrawal.

A rear guard was to cover the retreat of the forward elements,
who were burdened with hundreds of wounded. A Stuka mission
was planned for 9 February, in order to provide air support the
breakout operation. The division reported thai strong Soviet ele-
ments were moving beyond its northern flank. toward the west and
the Donets. These Soviet troops were likely formations of the 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps, which was on the move towards the Donets
crossings south of the “Leibstandarte” positions at Chugujev.

The sitwation was grim for Postel’s division. and its escape
remained in question, although a second group of 250 men from
the lost 586. Grenadier Regiment, under the leadership of its com-
manding officer, Oberstleutnant Rickmers, reached German lines.
The many days of exposure to cold and wind, fighting with little



rest and inadequate food and the loss of heavy equipment, steadily
reduced the fighting ability of the division. The men and officers
who endured the demands of retreat conducted while experiencing
the extreme conditions of the Russian winter were becoming ex-
hausted mentally and physically. As in the case of the survivors of
the 298. Infanterie-Division's retreat, only a resolute few could be
expected 10 be in any shape to fight once they reached safety. The
298. Infanterie-Division was a division in name only and those
members of its formation not temporarily incorporated into the
“Leibstandarte” in ad hoc baule groups, were listed as Sturm-
Bataillon 298.

The Loss of Belgorod

Moskalenko’s 40th Army pushed 168. Infanterie-Division back into
the perimeter of Belgorod on the morning of 7 February. The divi-
sion reported it was under heavy attacks from the north and north-
east and was in retreat everywhere. The Fiihrer-Begleit-Batailion, a
combal battalion of Hitler’s personal guard detachment. arrived on
the north edge of the city and resolately held a sector of the front.
but one more German battalion would not change the situation. The
escort battalion was joined by Aufkldrungsabieilung
“Grossdeutschland” and subordinated to the commander of the Army
battalion, Rittmeister Witjen. The Hungarian Ist Tank Division was
utilized to cover the withdrawal toward the city, but was not realis-
tically expected to be very effective. While much of the ground
forces were deteriorating, the Luftwaffe, forrunately for the Ger-
mans, remained active and effective.

Korps Raus reports indicate that German planes constantly at-
tacked Soviet columns approaching the city, inflicting losses upon
Russian tank and infantry troops. In spite of the best efforts of the
Luftwaffe, air power alone could not stop the Soviet advance. The
40th Army descended upon Belgorod from the north, Moskalenko’s
mobile groups enveloping the town to the west. Kazakov's 69th
Army, barling fiercely, gained ground in unrelenting and costly
frontal assaulis on “Grossdeutschland” and Regiment "Deutschland”
east of Belgorod. The combined assaults of the 161st, 219th and
270th Rifle Divisions drove the hard pressed German forces west-
ward. Reinforced by the 37th Rifle Brigade and the 73rd Tank Bri-
gade. the Soviet infantry outflanked or enveloped “Gross-
deutschland™ blocking positions on roads between Belgorod and
Voltschansk. Meanwhile, “Das Reich” maintained its hold on the
Belyi Kolodes-Veliky Burluk salient. which projected twenty kilo-
meters to the east of Volischansk. The advance of the Soviet 40th
Army threatened to cut off the regiment by cutting its lines of com-
munication west of the salient.”’?
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[n spite of the threat of a thrust of the Soviet 73rd Tank Bri-
gade, which approached Voltschansk frown the northeast on 7 Feb-
ruary. the SS division repelled all Soviet attacks against the salient.
Regiment “Deutschland” turned back an attack by Russian infantry
and tanks south of Veliky Burluk, destroying several Soviet tanks.
At 1250 hours, the Russians attacked the regiment at the same place,
and were again driven back with heavy infantry losses. In the after-
noon. following the first battles, air reconnaissance provided evi-
dence that the Rossians were assembling a strong force of armor
and additional infantry east and south of Veliky Burluk. Other ele-
ments of “Das Reich” were also involved in defensive fighting along
an arc east of Volischansk. The Kradschiitzen Bataillon fought de-
laying actions on the northern boundary line between “Das Reich”
and “Grossdeutschland.”

Late in the day. the 3rd Tank Army and the 69th Army attacked
the flanks of the salient held by Regiment “Deutschland.”” From
assembly positions near Veliky Burluk. Rybalko’s 184th Rifle Di-
vision, supported by T-34s, launched a series of very strong attacks
upon the southern boundary of the salient, particularly upon I11./
Regiment “Deutschland.” These attacks prevented the battalion from
conducting attacks to support the counterattack of Regiment “Der
Fihrer”" At first light, the Russians also attacked the northern flank
of the division, defended by SS-Aufklarungsableilung 2, com-
manded by SS-Hauptsturmfilhrer Hans Weiss. After shelling by
mortars and rocket fire, Russian infaniry assaulted the defensive
positions of the baualion at the villages of Jefremovka and
Tschaikovka. Lines of Soviet infantry emerged from the morning
fog and charged toward the Genman positions, shouting and firing
their machine pistols. The SS motorcycle troops were hard pressed
to hold their positions, but the new MG-42s, with their high rate of
fire, swept the snow covered flat terrain, chopping down the Rus-
sians troops as they sprinted forward. The first attack was followed
by another. and then a third. The attacks finally began (o diminish
late in the day, leaving many dead or wounded Russians lying in
the snow 1n front of the German positions. The wounded froze
quickly where they lay, unless they survived until njghtfall and were
able 10 drag themselves back 10 their own lines under cover of dark-
ness.”

Hausser concluded that the division had to deal with the situa-
tion on the southern boundary of the salient first. in order to secure
the supply lines of the salient. He decided (o strike the Soviet forces
atiacking from Veliky Burluk, with the *“Der Fishrer” Kampfgruppe.

Y NAST-314,rol) 489, Ya KTB Korps Raus - Tagesmeldung an Armeeableilung
Lanz vom 7.2.1943, (rame 000597.

¥ NA/T 354, roll 120, la KTB SS-Panzer-Korps, Darstellung der Ereignisse,
7.2 1943, frame 3753567-3753568.
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reinforced with SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Jakob Fick's Kradschiitzen
Bataillon. After Fick’s men were pulled out. “Grossdeutschland”
had to replace the SS troops. in order to secure the northern bound-
ary of the salient. The SS motorcycle battalion was replaced on the
night of 7-8 February by “Grossdeutschland™ units. The battalion
immediately began its march toward Belyi Koledes, in order to re-
inforce the attack by the “Der Fiihrer” Kampfgruppe, which was 10
push southward at the same time that 320. Infanterie-Division made
a Jast breakout attempt toward German lines. However, the attack
was postponed until the night of 8-9 February, due to inconsistent
communication with the Army division and uncertainty about its
exact location and intentions. It was decided 10 wait one more day.
when a Stuka attack could also be organized to suppon the opera-
tion. The commander of Heeresgruppe B, Feldmarschal! von Weichs,
personally communicated with Hitler and requested that everything
possible should be done to rescue the encircled division.

While the preparations for the atack continued, “Das Reich”
struck back at the Russian forces assaulting Veliky Burluk. A1 1250
hours, 1./8§-Panzer-Regiment 2 and three companies of “Der
Fohrer” Panzergrenadiers launched a counterattack vpon Veliky
Burluk. The attack stopped the Russian advance buat the SS tank
battalion suffered heavily, when it ran into a wall of Soviet anti-
tank gun fire. Eight “Das Reich” tanks were total losses after they
were struck by 7.6¢m anti-tank gun fire and bumed out. A number
of other tanks were termporarily knocked out of commission. These
losses. coming on the heels of those suffered on the first day of the
counterattack, severely reduced the number of operational tanks
the division possessed.™

When “Das Reich” counterattacked the Russians east of Veliky
Burluk, there was defensive fighting along the "“Leibstandarte” de-
fensive sector. Southwest of Petschenegi, at 1100 hours, a regiment
of Russian infantry entrenched in a small wooded area were wiped
out by a battle group of “Leibstandarte” Panzergrenadiers with sup-
port of divisional artillery and a few assault guns. After a stunning
concentration of anillery fire, the SS infantry moved into the woods
behind the assault guns, their treads crunching through the splin-
tered 1angle of iree branches and smoking underbrush. The tree bursts
from 10cm and 15cm howitzers had wreaked a deadly havoc upon
the Russian infantry in their trenches. The SS Grenadiers reported
that the Russians left 350 dead behind when the survivors aban-
doned the woods.

At Skripai. on the southerm flank of the “Leibstandarte” sector,
the Russians mounted several strong attacks against SS-PzG.-Rgt.

¥ NA/T 354, roll 118, 1a KTB SS-Panxer-Korps, Fernschreiben an Armee-
abteilung Lanz 7.2.43.
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2 “LAH.” Sknpai was several kilometers east of the course of North-
ern Donets and was about five kilometers north of the Kharkov-
Zmiev-Andrejevka railroad line. The town was a forward outpost.
from which the division could support the defense of the town of
Andrejevka, which lay on the railroad line itself. The SS-Panzer-
Korps ordered “Leibstandarie” to occupy Andrejevka, in order to
maintain a line of retreat for 320. Infanterie-Division on the night
of 7-8 February. The division did not have many troops to spare,
but two companies of “Leibstandarte” Panzergrenadiers occupied
the town, supported by assault guns of 3./Sturmgeschiitzeabteilung
“LAH.” Later in the day it became apparent (o the SS Grenadiers
that strong Soviet forces were gathering to attack Andrejevka and
that large Russian columns had bypassed the town 10 the north and
south. The commander of the “Leibstandarte™ group holding
Andrejevka, SS-Obersturmfiihrer Paul Guhl, recognizing his pre-
carious situation, urgently requested reinforcements. All along the
front of “Leibstandarte.” German observers and reconnaissance
information noted the assembly of heavy weapons and armor. in
addition to sirong infantry elements, which indicated that the Rus-
sians were preparing to launch their attack in the near future.

Another dangerous situation was the northern flank of the Regi-
ment “Deutschland” salien, in the gap between the SS positions
and the right flank of “Grossdeutschland.” The situation east of the
Northern Donets began to deteriorate when the gap northwest of
the Regiment “Deutschland™ positions at Belyi Kolodes could not
be blocked. “Grossdeutschland” struggled unsuccessfully to fill the
gap, but jt was stretched beyond the limits of its capabilities by the
necessity to help defend Belgorod at the same time. East of Belgorod,
i1s battle groups met repeated Soviet thrusis, delaying the Soviet
advance with blocking positions set up in villages or nearby high
ground. There was no question of building up a coherent defensive
front due 1o the width of the sector entrusted to the division. This
type of fighting, physically exhausting and menially draining, gradu-
ally dissipated the energy and confidence of even the elite
“Grossdeutschlang”™ troops.

The Soviet §69th Army's 161st and 270th Rifle Divisions pushed
Fiisilier Regiment “Grossdeutschland,” the division’s reconnais-
sance battalion and its decimated tank regiment relentiessty back-
wards, flowing into the gap. At that time, the 180th Rifle Division
moved 10 antack Belyi Kolodes. assaulting the northern flank of the
salient. Although “Das Reich’ was able (o hold the salient east of
Voltschansk, its position was slowly becoming untenable, because
its northern flank was increasingly extended and more vulnerable.
To the south, the situation was more manageable for the 1ime be-
ing, but it was clear that the Russians were preparing to launch a
full scale assault on the Northern Donets River. While



“Grossdeutschland,” “Das Reich” and “Leibstandarte™ held their
ground, the other divisions assigned to Armeeabteilung Lanz were
either in danger of complete destruction or not capable of fighting
any more.

During the night of 7-8 February, the 40th Army brought up al]
of its available artillery and massed three rifle divisions for a final
assault upon Belgorod. Atdawn, Russian spearheads broke into the
perimeter of 168. Infanterie-Division at several difterent points. The
entire front of the division was pushed back toward the town, de-
layed by stubborn resistance at some points. The Hungarian (st
Tank Division, brought up to reinforce German troops defending
Belgorod. gave a surprisingly good account of itself for a time and
wrned back baualion strength Soviet attacks. However. when Rus-
sians began o flow around their sector to the north and south. the
Hungarians tried to pull back. T-34s and Russian artillery caught
the unfortunate Axis troops in the open and destroyed most of the
remaining Hungarian tanks. The Luftwaffe continued to attack So-
viel motorized columns aggressively during the day, but could not
halt the Soviet onslaught. Reponing that it expected the city to fall
at any moment, 168. Infanerie-Division stated that it had moved
us headquarters out of Belgorod.*

The sitvation continued to deteriorate, as the Soviets pushed
the division back toward Belgorod. The Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon,
sent (o support the division, disabled 3 Soviet T-34s, while a num-
ber of 88s, situated 10 protect main roads into the city, knocked out
a few other tanks. In response, the Soviets either quickly bypassed
these positions or infilirated infaniry into their rear and forced them
10 withdraw. These smal} units were able to temporarily block some
of the main roads, but when Russian infantry appeared behind them.
the German detachments holding key positions pulled back. time
after time. At 0800 hours the first elements of [68. Infanterie-Divi-
sion were forced back into the city. The division was cut into sev-
eral different regimental groups by advancing Russian columns and
all efforts to conduct an organized withdrawal collapsed. At 1300
hours, Armeeabteilung Lanz informed Korps Raus that 168.
Infantecie-Division was to fight through Belgorod to the south, to
prevent the Soviel armor from driving directly through the town
and breaking free to the south. However. the division retreated west-
ward, towards the town of Tomarovka. This direction of withdrawal
ook the division out of the path of the 40th Atmy’s main direction
of advance, which was south, toward the prize of Kharkov.*

The division had reached the end of its capabilities and was
exhausted, with jis battle strength only about 2000 men. After the
loss of Belgorod and the precipitate withdrawal of 168. Infanterie-

W Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 54.
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Division, the Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon and Aufklirungsabteilung
“Grossdeutschland™ escaped to the south along the main road exit-
ing the southern edge of the city. Both baualions had suffered grave
losses in men and equipment during the fighting. The two weak-
ened battalions pulled back. under pressure by Russian tanks and
strafing by Sovjet ground attack aircraft, while 168. Infanterie-Di-
vision fled west, toward the town of Tomarovka. The remnants of
the division, instead of withdrawing 1o the south as ordered, left the
Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon and the “Grossdeutschland” troops to fight
their way to safety alone. However, the shattered Gernman infantry
division stil!l did not escape to safety unscathed, becaose Russian
tanks caught the tail end of the division 10 kilometers east of
Tomarovka and attacked it. The T-34s rolled forward, running down
many of those who had escaped the barrage of cannon and machine
gun fire. The survivors of the rear guard fled over the snow, leaving
wounded and dying men and horses in the bloody snow. The Rus-
sian tanks rolled over towed guns and trucks. while burning ve-
hicles sent plumes of smoke into the air.*’

In the meantime, to the south, the 320. Infanterie-Division con-
tinued its agonizing withdrawal westward, trudging over the snow
covered steppes east of the Northern Donets. No one could say if
the division would escape intact or end up like 298. Infanterie-Dj-
vision, without any heavy weapons and too weak to fight. Although
Postel’s division had carried out its orders to slowly withdraw and
delay the Soviets, columns of Russian troops had slipped around its
flanks and approached the Donets south of Kharkov. By the end of
the day, Soviet forces had launched atlacks all along the front. The
40th Army overwhelmed the German divisions defending Belgorod
and threatened (0 exploit this success and encircle Kharkov. The
3rd Tank Army thrust to the south of the city, aiming to link up with
the armor of the 40th Army. The events of 8 February were a grave
tndication of additional disasters 10 come. during the following days.
In facy, the fall of Kharkov was only a maiter of time, because there
were no reserves at hand to fill the gaps between the thin German
lines. While Armeeabteilung Lanz tried 10 hold on 10 Kharkov, its
flanks remained open to the north and south, and the Russians soon
discovered this Gemman weakness. [n the next few days, mobile
battle groups swept around the city and threatened to encircle
Armeeabteilung Lanz. Two of the divisions of Hausser's SS-Panzer-
Korps were thus in danger of being destroyed before the entire corps
had even completely assembled. The destruction of the SS divi-
sions meant more than a failed defense of Kharkov, it meant that
the only German divisions capable of launching an effective coun-
terattack would be lost.

2 Befeh! des Gewissens. pg. 54-60.
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COMMAND AND CONTROVERSY:
HAUSSER AND THE WITHDRAWAL
FROM KHARKOV

y 9 February the 3rd Tank and 69th Armies had broken

through the defensive fronts of Korps Raus north and east

of Belgorod and pushed the Germans out of the eastern
perimeter of the city. The 168. Infanterie-Division had reached
Tomarovka, pursued by Soviet tanks and aircraft. The last tanks of
the Ist Hungarian Tank Division were knocked out and the Fiihrer-
Begleit-Bataillon and “Grossdeutschland™ Aufkliarungsabieilung
were forced to pull back toward Kharkov. The Grenadier-Regiment
“Grossdeutschland™ did not arrive in time to save the city and would
not have been able to do much more than delay the inevitable in
any event. The sector west of Belgorod was undefended and as a
result the mobile spearheads of the 40th Army were approaching
the sector northwest of Kharkov. Finding little resistance in front of
them. columns of T-34s rumbled southward. turning the western
flank of Armeeabteilung Lanz. However, east of Kharkov the Rus-
sians had encountered more stalwart resistance.

The 3rd Tank Army remained slowed by the stubborn delaying
actions of Regiment “Deutschland” in the Veliky Burluk salient.
The SS regiment continued (o hold on to the sector even though its
northern flank was even further exposed by the withdrawal of
“Grossdeutschland.” Dietrich’s “Leibstandarte” was under pressure
along its entire front along the Northern Donets east of Kharkov
and its southern flank remained open south of Zmiev.
Amieeabteilung Lanz had hoped that 320. Infanterie-Division or
298. Infanterie-Division would fall back across the river and block
this sector but this had not occurred. “Leibstandarie”™ remained on
the defensive due to heavy Soviet pressure along its defensive line
on the Northern Donets. As a result, it could not do anything to help
secure “Das Reich’s” flanks. The division’s salient became even
more vulnerable. because with the loss of Belgorod the supply lines

94

of the division were potentially threatened by the advance of the
69th Army.

Units of Theodore Eicke’s 3. SS-Panzergrenadier-Division
“Totenkopt” had begun to reach rail stations in Poltava beginning
on 6 February but the division would arrive too late to significantly
influence the fighting at Kharkov. While Eicke's troops slowly as-
sembled east of Kharkov. the situation remained discouraging for
Armeeabteilung Lanz. The 168. Infanterie-Division had collapsed
under relentless Soviet pressure and although “Grossdeutschland”
fought stubbornly at all points, it was forced o give ground before
the advance of the 40th and 69th Army. Soviet mobile forces driv-
ing from Belgorod were poised to encircle Kharkov and the 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps was approaching an undefended gap south
of “Leibstandarte’s” right flank. However, in spite of this situation
Heeresgruppe B and OKH remained insistent that *‘Das Reich”
should continue the “"Der Fiihrer” counterattack and drive toward
Kupyansk. south of Velikxy Burluk. Commanders closer to the re-
alities of the front were aware that the situation was rapidly chang-
ing by the hour and that the original objectives for the attack could
nol be achieved by the forces at hand. The initiative and numerical
superiority rested with the Russians and this situation was not likely
1o change, even with the arrival of one additional German division.
The proposed “Das Reich™ attack, conducted by a reinforced bat-
talion of Panzergrenadiers and supported only by a decimated bat-
talion of tanks, had a poor chance of accomplishing anything worth-
while.

The ]a of the SS-Panzer-Korps, SS-Standartenfiihrer Werner
Ostendort, during a heated conference with the 1a of Armeeabteilung
Lanz, stated that the strength of the Russian forces south of
Olkhovatka and on the flank of the proposed direction of the attack



promised heavy casualties and little chance of success. “‘Das Reich’s”
Panzer regiment had already suffered significant tank losses in one
baltalion and the operation, in the opinion of SS-Panzer-Korps was
not worth the probable cost. Ostendorf suggested that if the attack
resulted in a serious reduction of the strength of the division it might
not be able to continue o defend the approaches 1o the Northern
Donets east of Kharkov. [t was not certain that the salient perimeter
could be held with the forces available 1o Armeeabteilung Lanz in
any event. Lanz replied that the order to attack came from Hitler
himself and thus remained in effect. However, events beyond the
control of Lanz and Hitler dictated a change in the German plans.

One of the 40th Army mobile groups, made up of the 116th
Tank Brigade and elements of the 183rd Rifle Division, swung south
from Belgorod. By the morning of 8 February it passed through a
gap in the German defenses west of the city and struck out for
Kharkov. On that day German reconnaissance reports detected a
Soviet column consisting of fifteen tanks and a battalion of motor-
1zed infantry, which was heading south toward Kharkov. This col-
umn was almost surely the [ 16th Tank Brigade battle group. While
the envelopment of the city continued to the west, the 40th Army
approached the city from the norh encountering stalwart resistance
from “Grossdeutschland.”

East of the city, the 40th Army’s 161st and 216th Rifle Divi-
sions forced “Grossdeutschland” back, in spite of suffering heavy
losses. This further uncovered the northemn flank of the “Das Reich™
defensive positions in the Veliky Burluk salient. Southeast of
Kharkov, ““Leibstandarte” was ordered to continue to hold the river
line in order to have any hope of saving 320.Infanterie-Division.
South of Postel's withdrawing division there existed an undefended
gap that was nearly 40 kilometers wide. The 6th Guards Cavalry
Corps and elements of several Russian rifle divisions were pouring
through the gap and driving west. Small groups of men belonging
10 298. Infanterie-Division trudged in quict desperation through the
gap, moving ever westward, trying to dodge columns of Russian
infantry and tanks. While the situation remained uncertain in the
south, discouraging battle reports from the northern and eastern
approaches 10 Kharkov were arriving at the headquarters of
Ammeeabteilung Lanz.

Altacked by strong infantry forces, which were well supported
with tanks and artillery, “Grossdeutschland™ could not hold back
the advance of the 270th and 16]st Rifle Divisions. This pressure
threatened (o create another dangerous situation, because unchecked
the Soviet advance menaced the lines of communication of the SS-
Panzer-Korps. With this in mind, Ostendorf radioed Armeeabteilung
Lanz at 1100 hours, citing the Soviet threat to “Das Reich’s” north-
em flank and (he dangers of a potential advance into the rear areas

Chaprer Firve: Command and Coniroversy

German troops manhandling a howitzer off of a flatbed rail road car in the railroad
yards ar Poliava in early January, 1943. Moving equipmenit and men belonging to a
sigle division 100k many trains and increasingly became more difficult due to par-
tisan sabotage. (Credit National Archives)

of the division. Once more he requested that the auack for the fol-
lowing day be canceled due to the changed sitvation. There was no
immediate response from Lanz’s headquarters. *‘Das Reich™ reported
that it had 24 tanks available for action (o support the attack of IIL./
Regiment “Der Fiihrer.” Keppler stated that the difficuhies of launch-
ing the attack were considerable and would likely result in little
success. After conferring with the Chief of Staff of OKH. Kurt
Zeitzler, Lanz was told that the attack was to be made although
with more modest objectives and contingent on increasing Soviet
pressure from the east. This order was transmitted to Hausser’s HQ,
where it can be assumed it was received with little enthusiasm.!

In “Leibstandane’s” sector, the day began with an attack by
Russian infantry supported by tanks upon Andrejevka which was
defended by Kampfgruppe Guhl, a reinforced platoon. Soon after
Guhl’s men had reached the town, a German reconnaissance plane
dropped a note describing the approach of a smal! group of German
troops. Guhl assumed that this was one of Postel’s regimental col-
umns and sent a patrol out to meet the group. only (o find a be-
draggled, ragged group of survivors from 298. Infanterie-Division.

The SS company returned to Andrejevka. where it fed and pro-
vided medical atiention to the exhausted Army troops. During the
day it became apparent that large numbers of Russian troops were
on the move all around the isolated outpost. marching west in long
dark columns. Guhl immediately requested reinforcements and is-
sued a warning to German supply columns (o be aware of the pres-
ence of Soviet troops throughout the area leading back 1oward
Kharkov. Guhl requested that he be reinforced when it became ap-
parent that the Russians would attack Andrejevka after Soviet rifle
battalions were observed assembling east of the town. Guhl’s fears
were justified.

' Befehl des Gewissens., pgs. 55-57.
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On the next day the Russians attacked Andrejevka in force,
with infantry and several T-70 light tanks. After sustaining severe
casualties and the loss of a tank, the first Russian attack faltered
and then collapsed. Shortly before noon. the Soviet [06th Rifle
Brigade attacked with great determination, breaking into the town
at several points. The hard fighting Russian infantry drove
Kampfgruppe Guht out of the town and forced it to withdraw to the
west. The loss of Andrejevka was a serious blow to the chances of
320. [nfantene-Division reaching German lines. The main body of
the division, pursued by the Soviet 350th Rifle Division, continued
(o slowly make its way toward Andrejevka. Postel’s rapidly weak-
ening division, increasingly burdened with growing numbers of
wounded, tried to arrange for the Luftwaffe to land on a makeshift
field and take out 650 wounded soldiers. However the rescue op-
eration could not be organized.

Between dawn and early aftemoon the Soviets began strong
attacks upon the southern wing of “Leibstandarte” between
Petschenegi and Skripai. Soviet rifle battalions supported by heavy
artillery, attacked the positions of SS-PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LAH” “LAH”
repeatedly. At Gniliza, an entire Soviet rifle regiment and several
tanks attacked the SS positions during the late moming and after-
noon. A counteraltack by assault guns and mobile Flak cannons
broke up the most senous of these attacks and knocked out two T-
34s. North of Andrejevka at Petschenegj, the 248th and 350th Rifle
Divisions repeatedly assaulted positions of S§-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH.”
The right flank of the regiment, held by SS-Sturmbannfihrer Max
Hansen’s battalion, came under especially heavy attacks. Several
small assault groups of Russian infantry were able to gain toeholds
in the front lines. The situation was finally restored by a counterat-
tack of elements of [[1./SS-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH,” under the leader-
ship of battalion commander SS-Hauptsturmfiihrer Hubert Meyer.?

Later in the day it became apparent to the Germans that some-
time during the night large columns of Russian cavalry had crossed
the Donets south of Andrejevka and were advancing into the unde-
fended gap south of Kharkov. The presence of the Russian cavalry
was detected by German ajr reconnaissance which estimated that
one cavalry column was 6000 men strong. Based on its direction of
advance, the Soviel objective appeared 10 be the Losovaya-Kharkov
rail hine. At 1300 hours, reconnaissance reported the presence of a
second Russian cavalry group, advancing west and strung out in a
long column. These columns belonged 10 the 6th Guards Cavalry
Corps, which had been brought up behind the 12th Tank Corps on 5
February. Its mission was 10 cross the Donets and thrust west to-

* Glantz. page 97 and Befelil des Gewissens. pg. 57.
* Lehmann, pg. 54-55.
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Werner Ostendorff was the 1a (Chief of Siaff) of the S5-Panzer-Korps in the winter
of 1942-43. Before the war, Ostendorff served in the German Army from 1925 unidl
1934, In 1934 he took flight trainmg in the Lufnvaffe and in the following year
transferred to the 8§ Verfiigungsiruppe. Due 10 his experience and obvious talents,
Ostendorff served as an instructor at Junkerschule Bad Tolz He was selecied by
Hausser 1o be the 1a of “Das Reich” andwon both classes of the lron Cross while in
that position. After leaving Hausser’s siaff he assumed command of 17. SS-Panzer-
Grenadier-Division in November of 1943. In late 1944, Ostendorff 100k command
of “Das Reich.” While in that post he was struck by an incendiary shell and suffered
severe wounds from wiuch he never recovered. He died of complications and infec-
tions on May 4, 1945. (Credit Nationed Archives)

ward the Merefa area, where it was to link up with troops of the
40th Army and encircle Kharkov. The forward elements of the corps
intended 1o reach its first objective, the small town of Bereka, on 9
February. Bereka lay near the Kharkov-Losovaya railroad at a point
20 kilometers directly south of Kharkov. This penetration threat-
ened the vital railroad and communication Jines that ran into the
southern sector of the city. It also meant that elements of the 6th
Guards Cavalry Corps were between Andrejevka and 320.
Infanterie-Division.

In “Das Reich’s™ sector, combat was generally light through-
out the course of the day, although during the night a Soviet recon-



naissance force penetrated between the positions of 1./and I11/Regi-
ment “Deutschland.” A counterattack was organized and SS
Panzergrenadiers closed off the base of the gap, trapping the Rus-
sian infantry. The Soviet troops in the sealed peretration area fil-
tered out of the boundary sector under cover of darkness.

South of the right flank positions of “Leibstandarte,” near the
town of Proletarskoje, SS patrols detected a column of Soviet troops
moving to the west and in the open. This column was also probably
a part of 1he 6th Guards Cavalry Corps, moving into the gap south
of Zmiev. This information was reported 10 Dietrich’s division Head-
quarters and the divisional arillery laid down a number of heavy
barrages on the column, breaking it up and causing considerable
casualties. On its threatened northem flank, a few tanks of the djvi-
sion supported a counterattack by SS-Aufklirungsabteilung 2, clean-
ing up another crisis east of Voltschansk.*

It was obvious to Lanz that the situation was reaching a critical
point. He boarded his Fieseler Storch and conferred with both
Cramer and Hausser. Of particular concemn were the northern and
southern flanks of the Armeeabteilung. To the south, the 6th Guards
Cavalry Corps thrust was making good progress through the unde-
fended gap. In the nornh, the advance of the Soviet 40th Army and
the resulting collapse of 168. Infanterie-Division had made
“Grossdeutschland’s” position untenable. The infantry division was
split into several groups, all of which were retreating westward.
There was no possibility that Korps Raus could regain Belgorod
and subsequently Lanz decided to shorten his defensive lines and
prepare 1o hold Kharkov. He ordered “Grossdeutschland™ to pull
back and canceled the attack by “Das Reich™ planned for the after-
noon. Instead of attacking the SS division was ordered to withdraw
behind the Northern Donets in two stages. Keppler was to pull back
from the Veliky Burluk salient in the first stage and complete the
withdrawal on 9 February, when the entire division was (0 cross
over the river and take up new defensive positions. Protected by
Regiment “Der Fishrer™ on the north flank, Regiment “Deutschland”
was to begin its pull back under cover on 8 February.*

Lanz planned to reorganize his divisions on 9 February, hop-
ing to establish a solid defense of Kharkov to the north while the
SS-Panzer-Korps was to assemble its mobile group at Merefa. Both
“Das Reich” and “Leibstandarte”” were 10 contribute mobile forma-
tions 1o the counterattack. Under command of Dietrich, the mobile
group was 1o be used to counterattack the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps
and prevent jts further advance to the west. At the same time,
“Leibstandarte” was to hold its positions on the Donets and assist

* NA/T-354. roll 120, 1a XTB. Darsiellung der Ereignisse. 8.2.1943. frame
3753571.
> Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 55-57.
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the breakout attempt of Postel’s 320. Infanterie-Division, which was
sti]l delayed at Balakleja. Given the Soviet forces building up to its
front, these multiple missions stretched the division’s capabilities
to the utmost. Any one of the three would have been difficult by
itself. “Das Reich” had 10 complete a hazardous withdrawal, in the
face of heavy pressure by the Russians and establish a new defen-
sive position on the Northern Donets.

On 9 February, the SS-Panzer-Korps took over command of
the city of Khackov. In response to Lanz’ order regarding the threat
of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps Hausser ordered the assembly of
the battle group at Merefa. The SS-PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LAH” was or-
dered 10 retake the town of Andrejevka, in order to establish a bridge-
head closer to the breakout atiempt of 320. Infanterie-Division.
Postel's division was then about thirty kilometers from Andrejevka.
“Leibstandarie™ was ordered 10 pull all of its baualions back to the
west bank of the Donets, in order to shorten the front and enable the
division to free up forces for the Merefa Kampfgruppe.’

The moming reports from the Belgorod area were brief and
dismal on 9 February. Those troops of 168. Infanterie-Division
which had been able to escape the Russians still retreated west-
ward, away from the advance of Soviet mobile groups. Elements of
the division were already reported to have arrived at the town of
Tomarovka, twenty-five kilometers west of Belgorod. Detachments
of the Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon and elements of “Grossdeutschland”
fell back to the town of Dolbino, south of Belgorod. where they
made contact with other troops of their division. By the afternoon,
Grenadier-Regiment “Grossdeutschland™ occupied blocking posi-
tions along the road entering the northem approaches to Kharkov
from Voltschansk.

The Russians continued their probes of “Leibstandarte” defen-
sive positions on the eastern bank of the Northern Doneis during
the night of 8-9 February. It is possible that the Russians realized
the division was pulling out of its positions east of the river be-
cause shortly after first light on 9 February, awacks commenced
against these positions. The strongest efforls were launched against
the towns of Malinovka, Petschenegi and Skripai where
“Leibstandarte” Grenadiers had held forward defensive positions
east of the Donets. The Soviets launched regimental strength as-
saults, which were supported by armor and heavy mortar and rocket
fire. The 160th Rifle Division. strengthened by armor of the 15th
Tank Corps attacked Petschenegi just as the last “Leibstandarte™
units were beginning their withdrawal to the west bank of the Donets.
Under cover of a quickly organized counteratiack launched by ele-

¢ Ibid. pg. 60-61.
! Lehmann, pg. 54-35.
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ments of SS-PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LAH,” most of the SS Grenadiers were
able 10 reach the western bank safely. At Malinovka, (wo fifty ton
KV-1 tanks were knocked out by Flak guns utilized in an anti-tank
role. “Leibstandarte” emplaced many of its 88mm guns in posi-
tions to cover the division’s withdrawal. Their flat trajectory and
deadly accuracy at long range made them extremely dangerous 10
Soviet tanks and vehicles. The western banks of the Northern Donets
are generally higher than the more marshy and flat eastern banks.
Using the additional eJevation provided by the western bank. 88s
could hit Russian tanks moving over the flat, snow covered steppe
at distance far beyond the range of T-34 cannon fire.*

While the two SS divisions completed the first phase of their
withdrawal during the night of 9-10 February, the SS-Panzer-Korps
gathered its forces for the counterattack upon the 6th Guards Cav-
alry Corps. Kurt Meyer’s Aufklarungsabteilung was the first unit
to reach the Merefa area. The 1./SS-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH” began its
march to join the baule group being formed at Merefa. However,
the only available roads were clogged with formations of “Das
Reich™ as well and the resulting traffic snarls slowed movement
considerably. The entire attack group could not be formed at Merefa
as scheduled, due to the delays of main units of the force, primarily
caused by poor traffic control and bad weather conditions. As a
result it was clear that the attack scheduled for 10 February could
not be launched on time.

[n the moming, 320. [nfanterie-Division continued its agoniz-
ingly slow withdrawal toward the Andrejevka area, reporting that it
was carrying 800 wounded. The increasing number of casvalties
strained the division’s capacity to fight and move effecuively. Postel
requesied that the Luftwaffe conduct Stuka attacks on Soviet forces
north of Andrejevka in order to support the division’s efforts to
reach the town. Ammumtion and medical supplies were very low
and the men were tolally exhausted. Generalmajor Postel (0ld Lanz
that he did not believe his men could fight through the Soviet forces
blocking their retreat without strong support. However, the Stuka
mission could not be organized in time and very little aid was given
(o Postel. “Leibstandarte™ was occupied jn jts difficult withdrawal
10 a new defensive line and had sent main elements of the division
to the Kampfgruppe assembling at Merefa.

Due to these factors. the breakout operation had to be post-
poned until the next day. The distance between the lead units of the
division and the closest German position, Kampfgruppe Guhl at
Andrejevka, was too great for Postel’s increasingly less mobile di-
vision to cover in a single day burdened as it was with its wounded.
It was hoped that after the move pulling back across the Donets the

* Lehmann, pg. $5-60.
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The commander of 11./SS-Panzer-Regiment 2 as of February 10, 1943 was §S-
Obersturinfithrer Hans-Albin von Reitzenstein. He assumed feadership of the bat-
talion after the former commander. Herbert Kuhlinann, sook command of the regt-
ment when Herben Vahl replaced Georg Keppler as division commander. (Conrtesy
of Mark C. Yerger)

front held by the SS-Panzer-Korps was shortened sufficienty o
free up some strength for a rescue operation. However, by that time
the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps. led by the tanks of the 201st Tank
Brigade had reached the rail line that ran southwest from Kharkov
to Merefa. It then pushed on to the town of Novaja Vodolaga. The
threat posed by this Soviet group 10 the two key rail lines leading
into the southern sector of the city outweighed the rescue of 320.
Infanterie-Division personnel. This decision was obviously the cor-
rect one because the danger of an encirclement west of Kharkov
was far more serious than the threat to Postel’s division. To Postel
however, watching the agonies of his men, it must have felt that his
division was being abandoned to its fate by Armeeabteilung Lanz.

In thirty degree below zero weather, elements of three Soviet
divisions fought (o destroy the battle groups of 320. Infanterie-Di-



vision, The numb German infanirymen stumbled through knee deep
snow, while emaciated horses pulled the few remaining artillery
pieces. Assault guns were absolutely vital and al] efforts were made
(o keep them running even if other vehicles had to be left bekind
for lack of fuel. Exhausted officers tried 10 keep their weakening
men and horses moving as they approached Andrejevka.

East of the (own a Russian regiment blocked the division’s path.
intending 10 allow other Russian troops to catch up and destroy it.
While Postel's rear guard held off (heir pursuers the men of the lead
regiment, sensing that safety was close, assaulted the Russians with
the ferocity of desperation. Led by a half dozen assault guns, the
German infantry attacked the Russian regiment and smashed through
it. Postel reported that his division destroyed three T-34s, six anti-
tank guns and inflicted serious casualties upon a regiment of Soviet
infantry.

During the later morning hours, General Lanz flew over the
Kharkov sector with his Chief of Staff. As he traveled by air over
the city’s road ne(, he realized how badly the roads were jammed
with German motorized units. He subsequently ordered an Army
Feldgendannerie-Kompanie to take control of the roads and regu-
late traffic in the sector. After conferring with Hausser, Dietrich
and Keppler. Lanz stressed the impoitance of a quick assembly of
the battle group al Merefa. However, Keppler was seriously ill with
a chronic condition which had troubled him earlier in the war and
was evacuated to Germany. SS-Standarienfihrer Herbert Vahl, the
commander of SS-Panzer-Regiment 2, was given the command of
the division. Vahl’s place was taken by SS-Swurmbannfiihrer Hans-

Albin von Reitzenstein the commander of [/SS-Panzer-Regiment
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The new division commander was a former Army officer trans-
ferred from the Army to take command of the “Das Reich™ panzer
regiment when no suitably trained SS officer was available. Vahl
was a veteran combar comnander, having served with an infantry
regiment during World War I. During the war he was wounded twice
and won both classes of the Iron Cross. Vahl remained in the Army
between the wars, first commanding a motorcycle bautalion and
then serving as commander of a (ank battation in 4. Panzer-Divi-
sion. By spring of 1942, he attained the rank of Oberst (Colonel)
and 100k command of the Panzer regiment of 12. Panzer-Division.
In Avgust of 1942, Vah] was transferred (0 “Das Reich™ (0 com-
mand the division’s Panzer Regiment. He served as division com-
mander until wounded near Belgorod on 1§ March.'

Korps Raus was to assist in covering the operations of Dietrich's
attack group by blocking the Soviet advance toward Kharkov, while
the Lufiwafte was requested to give all possible support (o Dietrich’s
counterattack south of the city. The attack group was to advance in
three columns, with the center column made up of Ouo Kumm’s
Regiment “Der Fiihrer” and 1./SS-Panzer-Regiment ]1.” On the right
flank was Kurt Meyer’s reinforced Aufklarungsabteilung “LAH”
and on the left flank was 1./SS-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH.” under the lead-
ership of the regimental commander, Fritz Witt. The attack group
was supported by most of Pioniere-Bataillon “LAH. assault guns
of Sturmgeschiitze Abteilung “LAH"” and elements of the
“Leibstandarte™ Flak battalion. The rest of the Panzergrenadier bat-
tahons of both S§ divisions were left (o defend the sector from east

° Yerger, pg. 125 and Weidinger, vol. 3. pg. 482
" Yerger. pg.126
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A knocked out Sovier T-70 light 1ank which appears to have suffered an mernal
explosion afier being strack by a German shell. The T-70 was designed to be prima-
rily an infantry support tank although it did not have « sufficiently heavy main gun
to be more than marginally adequate v this role. It was lightly armored and the
shells of Panzer 1y and Panzer IVs could penetraic its frontal armor even at mod-
erately long range. (Credit National Archives)

A KV-1 Soviet heavy tunk burns afier being pur out of action during the fighting
north of Kharkov in February of 1943. The KV-1 was a sound design and wax heavily
armored. It caused the Germans a great deal of dfficuley when first encountered
becausce its fromal armor was umpervious to the Sem gun of the Punzer 11 ond the
short barreled 7.5cm infantry gun that the Panzer IV was initially equipped with.
(Credit National Archives)
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of Voltschansk 1o Zmiev without most of the mobile battalions or
armor then available.

Armecabteilung Lanz fought to maimain a coherent defense of
Kharkov during 10 February in order to secure a base of supply and
prevent penetrations into the assembly area of the SS attack group.
Of great concern was the advance of the Soviet 40th and 69th
Armies, which approached Kharkov from the north and northeast.
However, Armeeabteilung Lanz did not have sufficient resources
to counterattack both the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps and the Soviet
armies advancing on the city from the north. Lanz had to choose
which threat he judged to be most dangerous and eliminate that one
first. Since the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps was judged to be the most
immediate threat, Lanz chose 10 deal with it. The challenge to the
Armeeabteilung consisted of holding the perimeter around Kharkov
while most of the mobile fire power of the two SS divisions was
tied up in the south. Lanz hoped that “Grossdeutschland” could
delay the 40th Army long enough to allow SS-Panzer-Korps to strike
the Soviet cavalry south of Zmiev. [t was hoped that 168. Infanterie-
Division could at Jeast hold Tomarovka since the Russian infantry
attacking the town was not supported by Soviet tanks."

However, the division proved unable to mount any effective
resistance at Tomarovka. Infantry of the Soviet 107th Rifle Divi-
sion shoved remnants of the division out of Tomarovka and pusbed
them westwards. The regimental group retreated to the southwest,
in the direction of the nearby town of Borisovka. This served only
(o widen the gap west of Kharkov. Although a few isolated detach-
ments of the division were southwest of the rail line from Kharkov
10 Belgorod these troops were able to provide little help and were
brushed aside by the Russian advance. Moskalenko wheeled three
divisions of the right wing of his army to the southwest. pushing
into the undefended void between Kharkov and Tomarovka. A regi-
ment of the 107th Rifle Division tumed south after reaching the
Tomarovka area and its column followed in the wake of the Soviet
armor. Moskalenko’s 303rd Rifle Division moved into a paralle]
position on its right flank. South of the [07th’s route of advance the
305th Rifle Division marched into the area west of the Lopan River
Valley. The lead elements of that division approached the town of
Zolochev, which was twenty-five kilometers northwest of Kharkov,
on 10 February.”

Grossdeutschland,” with the support of the remains of the
Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon, continued to delay the advance of Soviet
armor north and east of Kharkov. Along the main road leading from
Belgorod to Kharkov. Aufkldrungsabteilung “GD" and the Fiihrer-
Begleit-Bataillon, manned weak blocking positions along the roads

Y Befeld des Gewissens, pg. 66.
2 Glante, pg. 176-178.
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leading into Kharkov. There was no contact with friendly forces on
either flank of the battalions. To the right and left of the German
troops there was only flat, snow covered steppe, stretching into the
distance. To the west, long dark columns of marching Russian troops
could be seen slowly winding southwards. “Grossdeutschland”
could not extend its left flank to fill the void to the west of the city
because it no longer had sufficient forces to do so. The main ele-
ments of the division occupied positions blocking roads leading
toward Kharkov from the north and east. The 1./Gren.Rgt. “GD,”
reduced to a combat strength of only 216 men, held the area around
Dolbino, which was ten kilometers southwest of Belgorod and about
the same distance west of the river. There were reports that Soviet
1roops had occupied the lown of Zolochey, far 10 the south of Dolbino
but these reporns were not confirmed in the morning."

Other elements of the division remained east of the Northemn
Donets on the night of 9-10 February. The Fiisilier-Rgt. “GD” re-
mained heavily involved in fighting for possession of the town of
Schebekino, located about fifteen kilometers southeast of Belgorod.
The regiment, commanded by Oberst Kassnitz, had a total of com-
bat steength of 786 men. Under command of Oberst Lorenz. the
main elements of Grenadier-Regiment “GD” held the town of
Golovino. located along a main road twelve kilometers south of
Belgorod. Lorenz’ regiment had 996 men, including 1./Gren.Rgt.
“GD” at Dolbino."

On the afternoon of 10 February, the regiment held an eight
kilometer wide front stretching from Dolbino on the east to Staraja
Nelidovka on the west. The Russians attacked the regiment with
infantry reinforced by fourteen tanks but the attack was stopped by
well directed artillery fire which disabled several T-34s. Twenty
kilometers 1o the south, Fusilier-Rgt. “GD” (Gruppe Kassnitz)
crossed the Northern Donets west of Voltschansk and reached the
village of Archangelskoje, which was approximately five kilome-
ters west of the river. The Fisiliers were attacked several times
during the afternoon by a Russian infantry force estimated at two
regiments in size. During the last attack, a group of 300 to 400
Russian infantry emerged from 2 nearby wooded area and assaulted
a determined attempit 10 1ake Archangelskoje. Kassnitz immediately
Jaunched a counterattack that destroyed the Soviet attack group
which lost two hundred casualties as well as a large amount of weap-
ons. Kassnitz withdrew to Lipzy, a town about ten kilometers (o the
west with Russian reconnaissance patrols shadowing the German
troops in the distance. In the late afternoon Soviet tanks and Jarge
masses of Russian infantry were reported just east of Lipzy by air

"> NA/T-314. roll 489, 1a KTB Corps Cramer. Tagesmeldung an 10.2.1943,
frame 000630-000635.
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reconnaissance. The division’s Aufklarungsabteilung arrived at 1600
hours and prepared 10 block the Russian advance along a main road
that led from Lipzy to the outskirts of Kharkov.'

While “Grossdeutschland” parried thrusts by the Soviet 40th
Army during the day, the situation remained vnsettled in the south
primarily because of the snarled traffic which delayed the assem-
bly of Dietrich’s Kampfgruppe. Frustrated SS officers and Army
Gendarmerie, tempers flaring. tried to establish some degree of or-
der to the massive traffic jam south of Kharkov. Vehicles had be-
come separated from their units and fell in with trucks and half
tracks of another division or regiment. The columns moved for-
ward in fits and s1ants. At each halt bone weary drivers stared at the
rear of the truck in front of them, trying to stay awake while when
the column was halted by vehicles that had become stuck in the
snow or had broken down.

Late in the day. the first columns of SS troops and vehicles
began (0 arrive in Merefa and the attack group assembled during
the night and early morning hours of the next day. The SS columns
converged on Merefa, after struggling for most of the day over roads
covered in deep snow and jammed with long columns of vehicles.
Weary SS Grenadiers. exhausted by hours of travel in freezing cold
and cramped vehicles, tried to get a few minutes of rest before the
beginning of the attack. The bitter cold forced many of them to
remain awake, stamping their numb feet to keep them from freez-
ing, while some of the more fortunate found a small fire 1o crowd
around. While the rest of the two SS divisions organized their new
defensive lines, Kampfgruppe Dietrich slowly assembled. The de-
lays as a result of the traffic situation forced the attack against the
6th Guards Cavalry Corps 10 be postponed until [1 February.

While Dietrich put together his attack group on the night of
10-11 February, Moskalenko's 40th Army continued its advance
during the early moming darkness. The right or westem wing. con-
sisting of the 107th, 309th and 305th Rifie Djvisions marched south
in roughly parallel attacks on 11 February. On the left flank the
Army’s 340th and 183rd Rifle Divisions moved down the shallow.
flat bottomed Kharkov River Valley. The lead elements of the divi-
sions approached Lipzy from the north, bypassing Grenadier-Regi-
ment “GD” positions in the Dolbino-Staraja Nelidovka area. The
Russians simply moved around the regiment’s blocking position
and conlinued to the south. This action was typical of the combat
between Belgorod and Kharkov, along the main road and rail Jine
and the smaller roads leading through the river valleys that ran gen-
erally from north to south. After stopping a Soviet column, the
Germans were often forced 10 withdraw when the Russians moved
off the road to both sides and bypassed the road block.'

Chapter Five: Command and Controversy

Panzergrenaciers of "Leibstandarie™ in a SdKfz 251, a hightly armmored halftrack
that was used by the Germans from the begiming of the war. German indusiry could
never lurn oul enough of these versaiile vehicles and even the primary SS divisions
only had one Pancergrenadier batialion which was fully equipped sty half tracks.
(Credit National Archives)

In the south, Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army advanced against the
“Leibstandarte” defenses along the east bank of the Northern Donets
River while the SS division was withdrawing. Russian infantry of
the 15th Tank Corps crossed the river, following SS rear guard de-
tachments as they withdrew from Petschenegi and occupied the
abandoned town. As the Soviet armor and infantry continued their
advance westward, the battalions of SS-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH” with-
drew to new positions flanking the Rogan-Kharkov road, which
entered Kharkov on its southeastern corner.

The Soviet |2th Tank Corps. with a rifle division in support,
crossed the Northern Donets at Chugujev afier finding the town
nearly empty of Germans. When the lead troops encountering noth-
ing stronger than light small arms fire the column continued west-
ward in a parallel advance 1o that of the 15th Tank Corps. Moving
along the Rogan road. the main 12th Tank Corps column pursued
the SS Grenadiers while a second Russian column moved on a par-
allel course and reached a point less than ten kilomelers southeast
of Kharkov.

Company strength SS rear guard detachments. with a
Sturmgeschiitze 111 or several automatic Flak guns, ambushed lead
units of the Soviet columns. forcing them (o balt. When the Rus-
sians deployed to attack, the SS troops pulled back to another con-
cealed position. Throughout the aftemoon, the Russians lost (anks
to ambushes by German assault guns and 88s and suffered infantry
losses as well. After nightfall, the main bridge over the river that
flowed through Rogan was blown by SS Pioniere. This caused fur-
ther delays to the Russians who were forced to search for an alter-

'3 Tbid. Tagesmeldung an Armeeabteilung Lanz am 10.2.1943. frame 000634.
'¢ Spaeter. pg. 32.
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nate crossing site. Elements of SS-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH” pulled back
to the western section of Rogan and waited for the Russians to at-
tempt to force their way across the river. The night was bitter cold.
causing much suffering to the men of both sides. The temperature
dropped so far below freezing that sausage and bread had to be cut
with an axe before the rations could be distributed to the men."”

Directly east of Kharkov, “Das Reich” and “Leibstandarte”
fought the lead divisions of the 69th Army. Squeezed into a narrow
front southeast of Kharkov. Rybalko’s 3rd Tank Army Iried 10 smash
its way through the German defenses in costly frontal assaults. Major
elements of Regiment “Deutschland™ and elements of the two
Panzergrenadier regiments of “Leibstandarte™ fought stubbormly to
hold the city’s eastern approaches. The tiring SS Panzergrenadiers.
with most of the armored fire power of their divisions assembled
south of the city. were assaulted by three rifle divisions of the 69th
Army and armor and infantry of the 3rd Tank Army. On the left
wing of the 69th Army the 180th Riflc Division crossed the river at
Stary Saltov and advanced north of Petschenegi. South of Rogan
“Leibstandarte” Panzergrenadiers under command of Wisch, fought
bitter defensive engagements against the 3rd Tank Army’s [60th
and 62nd Rifle Divisions. The attacks were supported by tanks of
the 12th and 15th Tank Corps and infantry reinforcements from
iwo other rifle divisions of Rybalko’s army. Although having local
superionty in numbers, the two Soviet armics had lost the advan-
tage of maneuver and were forced to fight a determined opponent
occupying good defensive positions. German records do not men-
tion Russian artillery, which may be an indication of a common
failing of Russian operations once penetrations had been made. The
inability to speedily relocate arillery to support successful atlacks
often resulted in slowing of forward progress and serious infantry
casualties. Attacking Russian infantry undoubtedly sustained in-
creased losses in their assaults upon SS positions due to the lack of
sufficient artillery preparation and support. The German (roops fired
from well concealed firing positions in the ruins of towns and vil-
lages, araply equipped with the new MG-42 machine gun. The cur-
tain of steel cut down assaulting Soviet infantry in droves, quickly
reducing regiment to the strength of weak battalions.

The Russian rifle divisions were not at full strength when the
offensive had begun and many had been reduced to 1000 to 3500
combat effectives by February. The heavy losses sustained in of-
fensive actions during the first (en days of the month had reduced
thetr combat value even further. This lack of sufficient infantry se-
riously affected the rate of progress of the Russian assault upon
Kharkov, just as the same deficiency had hamstrung the assault upon

'7 Lehmann, pg. 58-59.
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A Flakvierling (four barreled) 2cm anii-aircraft gun of the “Das Reich”
Flakabieilung. Stacked beside the hase of the gun are spare magazines. The 2cem
shells were available in high explosive, incendiury and armor piercing. The Ger-
mans used these guns in varnous configurations, either single guns or the four bar-
reled mownt in both antt~aircraft mode or againsi ground targers. They were ex-
tremely effective in both roles. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

1. Panzerarmee on the southemn reaches of the Northern Donets.
Although the Russian infantry probably still outnumbered their
German counterparts by 3.5 to |, that numerical superiority was
not sufficient to overcome good quality German troops fighting
from defensive positions. This was particularly so because the qual-
ity of Soviet infantry declined markedly by the beginning of Febru-
ary, due to the heavy losses 10 expenenced combat officers, NCOs
and trained infantry. Only an adequate supply of armor and Ger-
man weakness enabled the Russians (0 make any progress at all.
By 10 February, there were only two notable sectors where the So-
viels had penetrated German defenses with any depth.

The most destabilizing Russian advance was that made by the
40th Army, which had reached the northern and western approaches
to Kharkov. Moskalenko’s arimy threatened to outflank Armee-
abteilung Lanz in the first days of Operation “‘Star.”” This had major
consequences for both “Grossdeutschland” and “Das Reich.”
“Grossdeutschland™ had to take over the defense of a sector much
to wide for it to defend after 168. Infanterie-Division fell apart and
retreated westward without delaying the Russian advance. This situ-
ation left “Grossdeutschland™ without sufficient forces to decisively
counterattack Soviet penetrations on its own front, which subse-
guently resulted in the division being forced to withdraw steadily
to the west. When it did s0, the northern flank of “Das Reich” was
uncovered and this ultimately led to the failure to hold the Veliky
Burluk-Belyi Kolodes salient.

The second penetration was the attack by the 6th Guards Cav-
alcy Corps south of Kharkov. which had a decisive influence upon
the defense of the city, because it atiracted a large portion of the



striking power of the SS-Panzer-Korps. The advance of the Soviet
cavalry toward the raitroad lifelines into the cjty forced Lanz (o act
immediately. He utilized as much SS armor and mobile baitalions
as could be spared in order to block the advance of the 6th Guards
Cavalry Corps. This substantially weakened the SS division’s de-
fensive strength east of the Northern Donets because there were no
mobile reserves of sufficient strength to counterattack Russian pen-
etrations. Although the SS regiments fought with great determina-
tion and inflicted heavy losses upon the Russians, there was no
defensive depth and even tactical Russian penetrations forced the
Germans to withdraw because they could not be eliminated by tac-
tical reserves. The Russian thrusts north and south of Kharkov were
the fatal blows to the German defense of the city.

Both of these attacks struck sectors which were not defended
adequately because Armeeabteilung Lanz lacked the divisions nec-
essary (o defend its flanks. At any point which the Germans ac-
tively defended, the Russians were stymied and their casualties were
debilitating regardless of their strength. During the first week of
the month. parts of four Soviet rifle divisions were held at bay by
Regiment “Deutschland” in the Veliky Burluk salient.
“Grossdeutschland™ delayed the advance of the most of the 69th
Army and portions of the 40th Army as well. “Leibstandarte™ de-
nied the Northern Donets to the 3rd Tank Army until it was forced
to deal with the 6th Cavalry Corps south of Zmiev. The Russian
command found that the Germans could not defend either flank
and took advantage of the sitvation. The Soviets were able to effec-
tively use their armor to repeatedly overextend already thinly
stretched German divisions both to the north and south of Kharkov.
The Germans did not have the mobile reserves to deal with the
situations simultaneously and were forced to choose which flank to
defend. The decision to counterattack in the south meant that the
army did not have sufficient strength 1o counter the advance of the
armor of the 40th Army north of Kharkov.

Fortunately for the Germans. the T-34s were less effective when
they operated in wreckage clogged urban streets. It proved neces-
sary (o use tanks (o assist the debilitated Russian rifle regiments.
The armor support was necessary because the Russians did not have
the required artillery to provide close support. The Russian tank
crews had to be cautious and always have adequate infantry sup-
port, because tanks fighting alone in city streets were easy prey for
experienced infantrymen. The SS Grenadiers attacked Russian tanks
with magnetic mines or improvised anti-tank weapons such as gre-
nade bundles or Molotov cocktails. Assault guns and 88s proved
deadly when firing from well concealed positions. which could have
been eliminated with well coordinated artillery supporu.

Chapter Five: Conmmand and Conrroversy

East of Kharkov, Regiment “Deutschland” was under lighter
Soviet pressure during its phased pullback out of the Veliky Burluk
salient because the main effort and most of the armor of the 3rd
Tank Army was then in the south. The army’s rifle divisions were
bloodied by the hard fighting at Veliky Burluk and Belyi Koledes
and the survivors were not as aggressive. The divisions of the 69th
Army, fighting against “Grossdeutschland” and SS-Kradschiitzen-
Bataillon on the northern flank of “Das Reich,” were worn down
from the costly fighting as well. However, when it became evident
that the Germans had abandoned their positions. the Soviet [80th,
270th and 161st Rifle Divisions followed steadily and at nightfall
on 10 February were within twenty kilometers of the northeastern
comer of Kharkov.'®

On the following day, the 40th Army continued to make
progress. Moskalenko brought up the 5th Guards Tank Corps. com-
manded by General A.G. Kravchenko and inserted it along the course
of the Lopan River. The tank corps was the former 4th Tank Corps
but was renamed the Sth Guards “Stalingradski™ Tank Corps on 7
February as a reward for its valor during the Stalingrad fighting.
Kravchenko was one of the Soviet tank brigade commanders who
benefited from experience gained in the first year of the war and
emerged in 1942-1943 as a skilled tank commanders. He habitu-
ally led from the front and had a knack for effective improvisation.
Kravchenko understood the twin weapons of maneuver and sur-
prise and how they could be utilized by armor commanders. By the
end of the war he was promoted to the command of the 6th Tank
Army."

The attack of the 5th Guards Tank Corps illustrated
Kravchenko's ability as a tank commander. He was able to achieve
tactical surprise when his tanks passed through an undefended gap
in the German line, then rolled into the northern end of the Udy
River Valley. This valley ran southward until it entered the north-
west section of Kharkov. Kravchenko’s tanks succeeded in rapidly
moving down the length of the valley in spite of the deep snow and
bad roads. It forced aside weak German defensive forces at the south-
ern edge of the Udy valley and stormed toward the Kharkov perim-
eter.”

The defenses east of Kharkov still held relatively firm. ben-
efiting from the now shortened front. Frustrated by his lack of
progress, Rybalko ordered the 12th Tank Corps, the 1 5th Tank Corps

"® Glantz, pg. 172-175.

¥ The 5(h Guards Tank Corps was onginally equipped with an odd mixture of
tank types. including thirty British “Matilda™ Mark 11 1anks. which were issued (o 1ts
102nd Tank Brigade. The other (wo 1ank brigades were issued T-34s and the heavy
but less mobile KV-1 model as well as a number of T-60 light tanks. How many
fanks of each type it possessed by |1 February is not known. Sharp. Charies C.
Soviet Order of Baitle - School of Batle. (West Chesier: 1995) pg. 17.

© Armstrong page 397-400 and 450.
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.

A “Marder” or self propelled anti-tank gun belonging 10 the Panzerjiger Bataillon of “Das Reich.” The pictitre wus taken on February 2}, 1943, while the division was
heavily engaged in fighting southwest of Kharkov. The gun was mcknamed “Alves™ by us crew and is shown shorily before it knocked out its |3th Soviet rank. (Courtesy of

Mark C. Yerger)

and the 62nd Guards Rifle Division to renew their attacks upon the
German perimeter east of Kharkov. The 111th Rifle Division re-
sumed its attacks on Zmiev in support of the 12th Tank Corps’ line
of advance. These attacks were bitterly resisted by the Germans
and Soviet infantry and tank losses were again high. This operation
aided the advance of the Soviet cavalry group when the left flank
of Gruppe Dietrich, still organizing to attack, was struck hard by
Soviet armor, causing it to tur its attentions to the east.
“Grossdeutschland’s” left flank remained open and the Udy
River Valley was essentially undefended. This was the fatal flaw in
the German defensive system on the northern flank of the
Armeeabteilung and negated the staunch defensive efforts of the
Germans east and south of Kharkov. Kravchenko’s tank corps passed
through the gap toward Ljubotin, which was directly west of
Kharkov. At Ljubotin, the Sth Guards Tank Corps hoped to link up
with the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps and the 201st Tank Brigade and
completely encircle the city. However, on 11 February. the SS-
Panzer-Korps counterattack finally began south of Merefa and it
immediately threalened the lead units of the 6th Guards Cavalry

Corps.
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The right wing. Meyer’s reinforced Aufklarungsabiteilung
“LAH,” reached the northermn approaches to Novaya Vodolaga by
1230 hours on 11 February. [n the center, the attack by Regiment
“Der Fiihrer” and [./SS-Panzer-Rgt. “LAR” proceeded as planned
and reached the main rail line east of the small town of Borki. The
left wing however, consisting of Frey's reinforced 1./SS-PzG.-Rgt.
| “LAH,” was not able to begin its advance on ume because it was
attacked by the 62nd Guards Rifle Division and the 12th Tank Corps
along the Kharkov-Chuguyev road. The center and right wing col-
umns continued to make some progress during the afternoon.
Meyer’s reinforced battalion penetrated southwest of Novaja
Vodolaga and reached a road leading toward the Kharkov-Losovaja
rail line by 1430 hours. Kumm’s Regiment “Der Fiihrer” and the
Panzers of Max Wiinsche's 1./SS-Panzer-Rgt. “LAH” approached
the railroad station on the outskirts of Borki from the north. Wiinsche
immediately attacked Borki, but did not conduct an adequate baitle-
field reconnaissance before the beginning of the attack. This proved
10 be a serious failare and led to the loss of German armor.”

*' Armsicong, pg. 397-400 aad 450.



The Russians had situated a number of well camouflaged anti-
tank guns covering the northern approaches to Borki. The guns were
placed on the southern edge of a snow covered swampy area north
of the town. Wiinsche’s tanks advanced toward the town parallel to
the railroad and did not spot the Russian anti-tank guns until it was
100 late. A number of the SS tanks ran headlong into the marsh and
became bogged down. One Panzer sank until only its turret was
visible, forcing the crew 1o abandon the tank and scramble to safety.
Several others were able 10 flounder out of the marsh and reach
solid ground. The Russians opened fire on the SS tanks with anti-
tank guns and rifles. One (ank burned out, another was destroyed
by an internal explosion and a third could not be pulled out of the
morass until after nightfall. SS personnel losses were seven dead
and eight wounded.?

* Ticmann, Ralt, Chronicle of the 7. Panzer-Kompanie- 1. 8S-Parnizer-Divi-
sion “Letbstandarte™ (Atglen: 1998) pg. 32-33.
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When the swamp and anti-tank gun fire halted the SS tanks,
they were unable 1o support Regiment “Der Fiihrer’s” assault upon
Borki. Kumm’s Panzergrenadiers attacked the town as scheduled
but heavy Russian machine gun and montar fire broke up their ad-
vance. The momentum of the attack was destroyed when the tanks
were unable to find a way through the marshy ground north of Borki.
After the failure of the infantry attack. Kumm and Wiinsche de-
cided that the town could not be taken by frontal assault without
armor support due to the strength of the Russian defenses. They
decided to move past Borki to the east in order to get the attack
moving again.

Meanwhile, on the left flank of the counterautack, Wit's
Kampfgruppe remained involved in difficult defensive fighting
against the attack of the 12th Tank Corps and its supporting infan-
try. Witt reported that Soviet pressure slackened somewhat by late
afternoon, but he was still too heavily engaged 1o resume his ad-

4

On February 12, 1943 the first tanks of “Totenkopf's" Panzer Regiment were unloaded from flat cars in the Poltava rail yards. On the next day the 1anks siarted on the
Journey to Krasnograd. The firsi lusses of tanks occurred almost immediately, but they were not due 10 enemy action. Snow and ice and hazardous road conditions resulted

in running gear damage and mechanical breakdowns. (The author’s collection)

105



Last Victory in Russia

vance. The debacle at Borki was a setback to Dietrich and cost him
lost time, which he could not afford due to the situation east of
Kharkov. Any hope that the penetration of the Soviet cavalry could
be cleared up easily. disappeared in the swamps north of Borki.”
While Dietrich’s atiack made uneven progress south of
Kharkov,
“Leibstandarte’s”

the Russians exerted constant pressure on
defensive front east of the city. Their main effort
was centered on the town of Rogan. The Russians attacked Rogan
with clements of two rifle divisions and tanks of the 15th Tank
Corps. At 0200 hours a strong attack was launched on the rein-
forced SS Grenadier company that occupied defensive positions
south of Rogan, at the town of Ternovo. Russian infantry supported
by tanks broke through the German perimeter and began 10 work
their way into the town, A detachment of SS Panzergrenadiers and
a few assault guns were hastily brought up from a neighboring sec-
tor to clean up the penetration. Led by Obersturmfithrer Rudolf Dix,
the Kampfgruppe sealed off the penetration and drove the surviv-
ing Russians out of the town.

At Rogan iwself, Soviet tanks and two battalions of infantry
attacked 1./Kompanie of SS-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH,” which was com-
manded by SS-Hauptsturmfithrer Heinrich Springer. The SS Grena-
diers were dug in behind the course of a balka (ravine or shallow
valley) on the western section of the town and supported by a pla-
toon of four barreled 2cm guns. The rapid firing Flak cannons, fir-
ing explosive shells. were devastating against infantry attacks. The
Russians brought up T-34s to cover the advance of their infantry
while other Russian tanks pulled up close 1o the balka in order to
support the attack. The T-34s opened fire upon German positions,
while Soviet assault groups attempted to work their way across the
balka. In difficult fighting, which lasted until daylight, the Russian
infantry were thrown back time after time. An SS infantry gun was
able to knock out two T-34s by firing high explosive shells at point
blank range across the ravine. At dawn, the attacks stopped and it
appeared that the Russians were regrouping for a stronger attack.
Columns of motorized infantry and tanks could be seen approach-
ing the town from the east. At 1300 hours Springer reported that
since the Russians had assembled more tanks and infantry in front
of his position, he was unsure if his company could hold the town.
He requested reinforcements and additional heavy weapons, but
there were no significant reserves available at that time.>

This was a direct result of the SS-Panzer-Korps lack of suffi-
cient forces 1o carry out defensive and offensive misstons simulta-
neously. Most of the mobile elements of both SS divisions were
committed to the counterattack south of Kharkov. Lanz had recog-

3 Befehl des Gewissens. pg. 74 and Lehmann, pg. 60.
* Lehmann, pg. 60-65.
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nized the troublesome situation several days earlier and remained
deeply concemed about the consequences of failure at either task.
This was particularly true after it became apparent that the counter-
attack would not have the desired degree of success. [n aradio com-
munication 10 Heeresgruppe Don, Lanz made it clear once again
that he felt that his amy could attack or defend but could not suc-
cessfully do both. To make matters worse he had just leamed of
serious setbacks in another sector of the front which endangered
not only the divisions holding Kharkov, but the entire army group.
While the situation around Kharkov remained in the balance, events
in 1. Panzerarmee’s area threatened to unhinge the entire southem
wing of the Eastern Front.

The Fall of Krasnoarmeiskoye

On 10 February, ten days after Vatutin had launched Operation
“Gallop,” the opinion of the Soviet Stavka was that the progress of
the attack was less than satisfactory in the Slavyansk sector. Al-
though the Ist Guards Army and 3rd Guards Army had driven the
Germans to the southern bank of the Northern Donets River,
Slavyansk had not fallen and the Soviet advance remained stag-
nated on a Slavyansk-Voroshilovrad-Kamensk line. The 6th Army
reached the Losovaya-Merefa-Kharkov railroad line but had not
made a decisive breakthrough at any point. The entire offensive
was far behind schedule. The original concept had called for an
advance of three ammies of the Southwestern Front to smash through
the German Jines along the Northern Donets and make a decisive
breakthrough by the seventh day of the attack. However, the Rus-
sians had not broken through the German defenses in sufficient
depth 1o make a concentrated armored thrust south of the river.

At least some of the conditions that limited the success of the
attack between Slavgorod and Voroshilovgrad can be traced back
to the stubborn resistance of German troops during January in the
sector north of Voroshilovgrad. The German troops even though
weakened and off balance, remained dangerous and stubborn op-
ponents. The arrival of Panzer divisions in the |. Panzerarmee area
was an unexpected development and their effective fighting perfor-
mance proved to be a shock to the Soviet command. The Russians
compounded the situation when they grossly misinterpreted their
intelligence information. Armeeabteilung Hollidt had begun a re-
treat to the Mius River. The withdrawal was a difficult operation,
as the Russians continually pressured Hollid’s tiring divisions and
forced him to keep his weak Panzer divisions busy counter-atack-
ing breakthroughs. To make matters worse, there were already So-
viet forces operating behind his army. Hoth’s 4. Panzerarmee was
also moving from east to west.



Of course. Hoth's army was not preparing 1o retreat across the
Dnepr but was withdrawing (o establish new defensive positions
from which a counteratiack could be launched. Secure behind the
cover of the positions along a Slavyansk-Voroshilovgrad line,
Manstein planned to concentrate XXXXVIIL, XXXX. and III.
Panzer-Korps and launch a counteroffensjve with Hausser’s SS-
Panzer-Korps as the main attack group. The Russians interpreted
the withdrawal of the two armies as the beginning of a general re-
treat and decided that the Panzer divisions had artived in order to
caver a general retreal (o the Dnepr River. As a result of their mis-
taken analysis of the si(uation, the Soviet High Command issued
new directives which sent their armies into a trap.

The Stavka urged Vatutin in no uncertain terms that he was to
cut off the German line of retreat to the Dnepr River. These orders
spurred Vatutin into attempting to break the stalemate at Slavyansk
by sending the 4th Guards Tank Corps on a rapid thrust into the gap
west of Stavyansk. Vatutin hoped to accomplish two objectives with
this attack. The first was the blocking of the vital railroad net ex-
tending from the Dnepr crossings to the east. He intended to sever
these lines of communication by the capture of the town of
Krasnoarmeiskoye with Popov’s 4th Guards Tank Corps. Secondly.
the 1st Guards Army was to shift its direction of advance (o the
west with the objective of capturing the main crossing on the Dnepr
River at Dnepropetrovsk and Zaporozsche. The 6th Army was or-
dered 10 cut the railroad net extending south from Kharkov by first
cutting the Losovaja-Kharkov line and then severing the
Krasnograd-Merefa-Kharkov line. The proposed thrusts by
Rybalko’s 6th Guards Cavalry Corps and the 40th Army mobile
groups would cot the remaining rail lines into the city from the
west.?

The 6th Army pushed into the large gap south of Kharkov in
the area between the western bank of the Northern Donets and the
Kharkov-Merefa-Losovaya-Pavlograd rail line. The 172nd. 6th and
267th Rifle Divisions advanced shoulder to shoulder to a point about
fifieen kilometers west of the Donets and approached the rail line
near the town of Losovaya. The only German forces of any conse-
quence in the sector was a battalion of infantry belonging to 333.
Infanterie-Division, which was just arriving at the rail way station
at Barvenkovo. Barvenkovo was about thinty kilometers due west
of Slavyansk and lay on a secondary rail line that connected
Slavyansk and Losovaja.

The st Guards Army’s reinforced 35th Guards Rifle Division,
after crossing the Donets south of Izyum, assaulted Barvenkovo on
6 February. After giving up the town on 7 February, the Germans
fell back 10 Losovaya with the Russians close on their heels. On 10

* Glantz, pg.108-109.
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February, the 35th Rifle Division atntacked Losovaja and quickly
drove the defenders out of the town. The Russian infantry joyfully
liberated large quantities of stores and supplies at the rail station
yard. These stores included a great deal of food and alcohol and
this may have helped the routed German infantry to escape. The
35th Division spent the next several days in Losovaya, not stirring
to action again until 14 February. When the German troops retreated
from the 1own, the Russians did not follow and lost an opportunity
to destroy part of 333. [nfantene-Djvision.*

The advance of the 35th Rifle Division formed the western or
right wing of the 1st Guards Army advance into the large, unde-
fended gap that existed between Slavyansk and Kharkov, which
was approximately 100 kilometers in width. The 7. Panzer Divi-
sion and elements of 333. Infanterie-Division stil] beld Slavyansk.
although they were under assault by two Soviet nifle divisions and
the 3rd Tank Corps. The western flank of 1. Panzerarmee was an-
chored at Slavyansk, while the eastern flank was defended by XXX.
Armeekorps at Voroshilovgrad. Beyond Slavyansk there remained
the large and undefended gap. which Vatutin decided 10 wtilize in
an atempt (o outflank L. Panzerarmee west of Slavyansk and then
seize the vital Dnepr River bridges.

Although the planned direction of attack for Mobile Group
Popov was to have been generally south, the void between Slavyansk
and Kharkov proved irresistible to the Russian command after the
southward progress of the offensive was halted. The decision to
abandon atlempts to break through the German defenses along the
Slavyansk-Voroshilovgrad line. eliminated a potentially devastat-
ing threat to the existence of Armecabteilung Hollidt and 1.
Panzerarmee. Although the Soviet 8th Cavalry Corps conducled a
raid jnto the rear area of the army on 12 February, Hollidt was spared
the disastrous consequences of a thrust by a Soviel tank corps that
severed all major supply hines to his army. The Soviet decision con-
tributed to a set of circumstances that were ultimately fatal to both
Operation “Gallop” and “Star.”

On the night of {1 February. Poluboyarov’s 4th Guards Tank
Corps struck out from Kramatorsk after leaving the defense of the
town to the 3rd Tank Corps. Led by the 14th Guards Tank Brigade.
the 4th Guards Tank Corps lunged to the southwest and encoun-
tered little resistance by German forces. Poluboyarov’s objective
was the town of Krasnoarmeiskoje. an important rail station on the
Dnepropetrovsk-Stalino railroad Jine, Advancing in the icy cold,
early moming darkness the Soviet tank brigade, along with a mo-
torized battalion of infantry surprised a small German garrison a1
Grishino, a small 1own north of Krasnoarmeiskoye. After a shorn
fight, the surviving German supply and security troops abandoned

% Op cil.
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the town to the Russians and fled. The armored group quickly re-

formed and continued toward
Krasnoarmejskoje, which was occupied by 0900 hours.

The loss of this critically important line of communication for

its primary objective,

Armeeabteilung Hollidt and 1. Panzerarmee electrified the German
command. The shocking news tell like a thunderbolt on the HQ of
Heeregruppe Don and 1. Panzerarimee. Both commands had thought
that the terrain north and east of Krasnoarmeiskoje, which passed
through the Krivoy Torets Valley, was impassable for tanks due to
the nature of the road net and the winter conditions. However, the
wide tracked T-34s as wel] as some T-60s proved able (o traverse
the frozen terrain in the valleys and cross the open ground.”

The Germans immediately began to withdraw panzer units from
the defense of the Slavyansk-Voroshilovgrad front, in order to at-
tack Krasnoarmeiskoye and reopen the rail line. Manstein voiced
great concern about the immediate affect of a reduced fuel supply
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SdKfz 250 light half iracks and Marders of “Leibsiandarre” east of Kharkov. This model of half irack was lighter than ihe SdKfz 251 that the armored battalion of the
division was equipped with. The SdKfz was produced in a number of configurations, including a command version. (Credit Narional Arcluves)
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which could restrict mobile operations at an critical time for the
survival of the entire southern portion of the Eastern Front. Only
one other major railroad line that crossed the Dnepr River remained
in German hands. As a result the line which crossed the Dnepr at
Zaporozsche would immediately be overloaded and unable to meet
the demands placed upon jt as long as the Russians remained in
control of Krasnoarmeiskoje.

However, the problems associaled with operating mobile groups
at the ends of precarious supply lines were felt once again by the
Russians. The lack of sufficient trucks to transport fuel, ammuni-
tion and troops remained critical. Shortage of trucks forced some
of the Soviet infantry (o ride on top of tank decks, exposed to the
elements both night and day. Although the Russian troops were
extremely hardy and could survive these conditions. there were
drawbacks to this necessary expedient. When attrition reduced the
number of tanks available for battle, the number of platforms to
transport infaniry was correspondingly reduced. The risks posed to
infantry mounted on tank decks went beyond the effects of the cold.




Riding into battle atop armored vehicles was commonly practiced
by the German army as well, but the passengers were exposed o
small anms fire and vulnerable to shrapnel and high explosive shells.
A near hit by medium antillery shells or mortars generally left the
tank undamaged but any soldiers riding on the turret or deck could
be butchered by the explosion or flying shell fragments.

It may seem that the Soviet logistical problems ang the result-
ing limitations should have been apparent and ought to have tem-
pered Soviet ambitions and optimism. However, once the belief
that the Germans were giving up the Donbas became fixed in the
minds of the upper command it fueled an already heady mixture of
strong optimism and aggressiveness. Undoubtedly the Russian com-
mand realized that there were gambles attached to “Gallop” and
“Star.” Obviously the Stavka believed that the potential gains were
worth the inherent risks of the operations. There were many rea-
sons for the determined optimism of the Russian High Command
and its Front commanders. all of whom were strong personalities
and not easily given to changing their minds.

There was the ever present pressure from the Stavka or Stalin
himself, who was seldom reluctant (o approve offensive action. In
addjtion, since November of 1942 the German 6. Armee and two
Axis armies were completely destroyed and other German armies
had been severely damaged. Operations *‘Star” and “Gallop” were
pressuring the Germans and the Russians had cut a main line of
supply to Heeresgruppe Don. Soviet spearheads were driving to-
ward the Dnepr crossings at Zaporozsche and Dnepropetrovsk.
which were the sole remaining major lines of supply to
Armeeabtetlung Hollidt and (. Panzerarmee. Stalin (and Manstein)
knew that if the Russian armies destroyed Heeresgruppe Don, Ger-
many would probably not be able (o recover and would be in sern-
ous danger of losing the entire war.

Even given the delays and setbacks, the decision 1o strike out
for Krasnoarmeiskoje was not unsound given the beliefs held by
the Russians. The German mobile divisions at Kharkov and on the
Northern Donets were all involved in heavy fighting. The German
mobile divisions had been involved in unrelenting, brutal combat
for weeks, if not months. With few exceptions, they were mere shad-
ows of their normal strength. Most had no more than twenty to
thinty operational tanks and some had less than a dozen. The 5. S§
Panzergrenadier Division, “Wiking,” had only five tanks left by the
first week of February. All of the available German Panzer and
Panzergrenadier divisions were in action, with the sole exception
of “Totenkopf”’

To make matiers worse for the Germans, many of their Panzer
divisions were commitled o holding sectors of the front, an inap-
propriate role for armored divisions. However, there were not enough
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combat worthy infantry divisions available and |. Panzerarmee and
Armeeableilung Lanz had to use its Panzer divisions to hold ground.
This forced the Panzer divisions 1o take part in debilitating defen-
sive combat which wore down their Panzergrenadier regiments. The
Panzergrenadier companjes of these divisions quickly were reduced
o twenty-five o forty men. In addition. the Panzer and assault gun
battalions were ground down by incessant combat.

Two of the three relatively fresh Geriman Panzer divisions were
already tied down in the Kharkov area and ““Totenkopf” was just
arriving. “Leibstandarte” and “Das Reich” were nearly encircled
and seemed to be destined 10 fight to destruction at Kharkov. With
the Soviet 40th Arnmy pushing steadily southward, the Russian com-
mand was probably confident that the SS Panzer divisions would
soon be trapped in Kharkov and destroyed. There were no more
German armored reserves available.

On the Russian side, the sitbation was somewhat different.
Although combat losses in the weeks prior to the beginning of Op-
eration “Gallop™ were significant, there were some mobile reserves
available to Vatutin. These reserves consisted of the 1st Guards Tank
Corps, the 25th Tank Corps and the 1st Guards Cavalry Corps.
Golikov had additional armor reserves as well. The Russians were
aware that some German reinforcements were arriving, in the form
of a few infantry divisions and “Totenkopf.” but they did not con-
sider it likely that the slow trickle of reinforcements from the west
would swing the balance in favor of the Germans.

In fact, there were substantial questions in Manstein’s mind as
to whether the situation could be salvaged, due to the difficult tasks
that Heeresgruppe Stid had been assigned. Hoth's 4. Panzerarmee
was still regrouping west of 1. Panzerarmee's left flank, a move
made more difficult by the weather. The roads were miserable and
the rail lines were often blocked by snow drifts or sabotage. This
relocation was subsequently endangered by the Soviet advance to-
ward the Dnepr, which threatened to shut off the flow of supplies to
Hoth and Hollidt as well.

In addition to these concems, Manstein had been ordered by
Hitler to hold Kharkov. He also had find a way to defend the rail-
road net stretching to Kharkov from the river crossings at
Zaporozsche and Dnepropetrovsk, while regrouping his forces to
launch his planned counteroftensive. Since Hitler would not allow
the withdrawal of Armeeabieilung Hollidt nor give up the Northern
Donets sector between Voroshilovgrad and Slavyansk, Manstein
was forced 1o find a way to achieve these missions simultaneously.
essentially with the forces that he already had. He received only
one additional full strength Panzer division (“Totenkopf™) and was
expected to accomplish all of the tasks facing his army group with
the threadbare Army Panzer divisions already in batte and the three
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SS divisions. Of those, “Das Reich™ and “Leibstandarte” had al-
ready experienced bloody fighting in the defense of Kharkov and
had experienced significant tank losses.

Al first, Mans(ein did not believe that he would even have
Eicke's division. because it seemed that “Totenkopf” would have
to be committed in a counterattack against the Soviet 6th Army
which was marching westward, toward the important rail center at
the town of Krasnograd. Manstein intended to assemble “Totenkopf™
and “Das Reich™ at Krasnograd and from there the two divisions
were to begin the opening phase of his counteroffensive. However,
the advance of the 6th Army threatened to throw these plans into
disarray by cutting both of the remaining main rail lines that ex-
lended from Dnepropetrovsk to Kharkov. After the rail road crossed
the Dnepr at Dnepropetrovsk it split into two main branches. One
branch ran north and passed through Krasnograd before entering
the southern edge of Kharkov. This line remained clear on Febru-
ary [1. The second main line ran east from Dnepropetrovsk for a
distance of about fifty kilometers before reaching the rail center at
Pavlograd which was stilt in German hands. However, the Rus-
sians had cut this line further to the north on 10 February. when
Russian infantry occupied Losovaja. Thus the Dnepropetrovsk-
Krasnograd-Kharkov line was the sole remaining branch of the rail-
road still available to supply Armeeabteilung Lanz and the SS-
Panzer-Korps.

It was critically important to the survival of Armeeabteilung
Lanz (o keep this line open at this critical stage of the defense of
Kharkov due to its vital imporiance to the counterotfensive. It ap-
peared that the only German unit available to block the 6th Army
advance toward Krasnograd from the southwest was “Totenkopf,”
which began to arrive on 11 February. The first unit of “Totenkopf™
to arrive consisted of a battalion of motorized SS-Regiment *“Thule,”
which arrived at Poltava on 1] February. On the next day, the first
train carrying tanks of SS Panzer-Regiment 3 rolled into the Poltava
rail yards.* The [./Regiment “Thule” began the sixty kilometer road
march toward the threatened rail center at Krasnograd, while the
tanks were being unloaded.

On that same morning, Manstein sent an appraisal of the situ-
ation to Hitler in which he was critical of the Jack of aid that he had
received from his neighboring army groups. He stated that the ratio
of German to Soviet forces in the area defended by Heeresgruppe
Don was an unfavorable 8 to 1. while Heeresgruppen Mitte and
Nord. both less critical areas of the front. faced odds of only 410 1.
Manstein emphasized the fact that the decisive Russian effort was

® Vopersal, pg. 36-37.
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in the south and that collapse in the south would be fatal. Subse-
quently Hitler wrung promises of aid from Heeresgruppe Milte but
there was litile actual change in the situation other than a reorgani-
zation of forces. Ammeeabteilung Lanz was placed under command
of Heeregruppe Siid and the HQ of Heeregruppe B went into re-
serve.

The decision to remove Heeresgruppe Bs command and com-
munication structure from Russia resulted in a temporary commu-
nications problem because Heeresgruppe Siid did not have adequate
communications links established to the divisions in the Kharkov
sector. This rearrangement of the front defensive structure eventu-
ally benefited Manstein, giving him more control of the German
forces in the Kharkov area but did not solve his core problem which
was lack of sufficient infantry and armored reserves to carry out
the missions assigned to the army group.

Manstein commented on the situation in Lost Victories:

[ therefore suggested to Hitler that Amnmy Detachment Lanz
should forego Kharkov for the time being and try instead to
beat the enemy south of the city. By this means the danger of
the Army Group’s being enveloped across the Dnepr on bath
sides of Kremenchug would be temporarily eliminated. On the
other hand, it was reasonable to suppose that by throwing in
Fourth Panzer Army. we could cope on our own with the en-
emy making for the Dnepr crossings at Zaporozsche and
Dnepropetrovsk.”

Manstein went on to say that it was obvious that Armeeabteilung
Lanz did not have the strength to successfully conduct both offen-
sive and defensive operations simultaneously. Given this fact, he
believed that it would be best to secure the flank of the army group
first and then retake Kharkov when the situation stabilized. This
path was both logical and militarily sound, because it was the most
likely course of action to succeed. Manstein understood that the
possession of Kharkov was not the most important issue al the time.
Hitler did not agree with his assessment of the military situation.

This solution, however, did not suit Hitler, for whom
Kharkov, as the fourth biggest city in the Soviet Union, had
already become a symbol of prestige, . . . he again passed a
strict order to Army Detachment Lanz, through Army Group
B, to hold Kharkov at all costs.®

* Manstein, pg. 422.
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Armeeabteilung Lanz in Crisis

While Hitler and Manstein wrangled over strategy, the fighting for
possession of the city and the resulting carnage continued. The life
or death struggle of 320. Infanterie-Division drew closer (o a cli-
max as it battled westward along the rail line leading westward 1o
safety. On | 1 February the division reported that it now had a 1otal
of at least 1000 wounded. This included hundreds of walking
wounded, many of whom were still fighting. The stretcher cases
were carried by wagon. sledge or piled on the few vehicles still
remaining mobile. The tiring division gathered its sirength once
again in the Jate moming, lunged forward and by 1600 hours re-

ported that it had taken the town of Liman with substantial help .

from the Luftwaffe. Repeated Stuka attacks ahead of the line of
march destroyed Soviet gun positions and assembly areas or broke
up infantry atacks. The ragged German infantrymen stumbled west-
ward, fighting with the ferocity of desperation. The division was
instructed to prepare for one last effort. which would take place on
the following day. The SS-Panzer-Korps was ordered to aid the

breakout of the division. Dietrich quickly organized a relief group

ol - L.l e

Chapier Five: Command and Controversy

for the dangerous assignment. The rescue group had 1o seize Zmiev,
cross the Northern Donets bridge there and fight through any Rus-
sian troops between them and their army comrades. Stukas were to
fly continuous supporn missions and blast a path through the Rus-
sian troops between the division and German lines."

Peiper’s half track battalion was chosen to carry out the res-
cue. The battalion was reinforced with two Sturmgeschiitze and a
few mobile flak guns. A sixty vehicle ambulance train was assembled
in order to transport the many wounded of the division. The ambu-
lance column was to follow behind the battalion as it plunged for-
ward, driving through Soviet occupied territory. Peiper's battalion
was the armored battalion of the division and was equipped with
SPW 251s, which were lightly armored half tracks. Platoon leader
vehicles had additional armament such as short barreled 7.5 cm
infantry howitzers or 3.7cm light anti-tank guns. These heavy weap-
ons were extremely valuable in furnishing close support for the §S
Grenadiers.

"' Befeh! des Gewissens, pg. 66-68.

A dramatic picture of a Siurmgeschiitz 11 in action during the winter of 194243, In the disiance a large arsillery shell burst sends a fountain of frozen clods and smoke high
it the air. The assault gun has a large German flag draped over its deck. in order 10 identify it 10 German ground attack ewrcraft. (Credit National Archives)
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The mission called for daring leadership, confidence and de-
termination and Peiper was ideally suited to carry it out. He was
one of the young, aggressive unit leaders of “Leibstandarte” who
had been hardened by years of fighting, first in the west and then in
the fiery furnace of Russia. He was a product of the SS
Junkerschulen, graduating with one of the first classes to complete
the course of instruction designed by Hausser. In (938, he was posted
to Himmler’s staff as a Liaison officer to the SS-Verfugungstruppen,
the first formation of field troops of the SS. He did not rejoin his
division until 1940 and then fought in the Western campaign and in
Greece. Peiper distinguished himself repeatedly during the Kharkov
fighting, winning the Knight’s Cross as a result of several notable
exploits. The first of these operations was the mission to rescue
320. Infanterie-Division.*?

In order to succeed. Peiper's Kampfgruppe had to surprise and
defeat the Russian troops defending Zmiev, capture and cross two
bridges (the Udy and Msha Rivers) and then make contact with
320. Infanterie-Division. Then it had to lead the division back
through the alerted Russians and find safety. Speed and surprise
were absolutely essential, as was a generous helping of luck. With
Russian infantry and armor in close pursuit and harassing the in-
fantry division, the situation promised 10 be difficult. It was also
important that the attack succeed quickly, because the men of 320.
Infanterie-Division were at the end of their rope. If the Russians
blocked Peiper’s rescue attempt, many of the wounded could not
be expected to survive sub-zero temperatures for much longer, given
their weakened state.

Peiper’s attack was planned for the pre-dawn hours of 12 Feb-
ruary. The battalion’s route of attack was almost entirely behind
Russian lines. as it had to pass through the rear areas of the 6th
Guards Cavalry and fight through strong Russian rifle forces. South-
west of Zniiev, the 6th Army’s 350th Rifle Division had established
a bridgehead over the Northern Donets by 11 February. Thus Peiper’s
raid had to be conducted through the rear areas of at least one rifle
division as weli as the communications zone of the Soviet cavalry
corps.

On the night of | 1-12 February, while Peiper’s group assernbled,
the ratile of machine gun fire and the explosions of artillery shells
echoed all around the perimeter of Kharkov. The Rogan-Krassnaya
Polyana sector of the southeastern perimeter of the city defenses,
manned by Wisch’s §§-PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LAH,” was tested by a num-
ber of Soviet reconnaissance attacks during the night. Russian in-
fantry stipped forward in silence, probing the German lines, seek-
ing a gap in the SS defenses. Sometime these groups contacted alert
German positions and short, vicious fire fights erupted. In the icy
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darkness, machine pistols rattled and grenades were hurled toward
Soviet muzzle flashes. Deadly, close range combat raged at each
point, until the battleground grew quiet again. Afterwards, when
the battlefield once again became silent, the German forward out-
posts could hear the ominous noise of heavy motors and the metal-
lic squeals and rattle of tank tracks in the night. This signaled the
steady arrival of masses of Russian infantry and armor.

{t was plain that the Russians were preparing for a major at-
tack against “Leibstandarte” positions on the following day, Wisch's
SS Grenadiers braced themselves for a hard fight, following on the
heels of the fierce defensive fighting around Rogan on the previous
day. The Rogan garrison had faced as many as 20 Soviet tanks,
including the heavy KV-1s, during the fighting for Rogan area. Two
Soviet tanks were destroyed or disabled and many dead Russian
infantry lay in front of the German trenches and strong points. When
dawn came, the Germans still held their positions and no Russian
infantry had infiltrated the front. However, while “Leibstandarte”
held firm east of Kharkov, the situation to the north of the regiment
threatened to once again develop into a crisis.

In a sector of the northern perimeter, defended by 2]3.
Sicherungs-Division, a Russian attack overwhelmed the overage
security troops and broke through (heir defensive positions at sev-
eral points. These penetrations could nat be eliminated by the divi-
sion, as it did not have adequate mabile reserves nor sufficient ar-
tillery support. Late in the day, the only uncommitted reserve of
“Das Reich,” SS-Aufklirungsabteilung 2, led by SS-Hauptsturm-
fiihrer Weif, armived at the threatened sector. Weif3 led his men in a
savage attack that blunted 1he Russian advance temporarily but could
not wipe out the Soviet penetrations. German counterattacks in the
northern sector were hampered due (o a lack of heavy weapons.
Nearly all of “Das Reich’s” artillery and armor was commited to
the eastern perimeter supporting Regiment “Deutschland™ and SS-
PzG.-Rgt. 2 “LAH” or was assigned to Gruppe Dietrich. Neither
“Das Reich” or “Leibstandarte” had any significant mobile reserves
not already in action.”

On the left or northern flank of the sector held by Regiment
“Deutschland,” the Russians penetrated the SS front in the area near
the villages of Privolje and Michailovski on 11 February. These
Russian troops were counterattacked and eliminated by a battle
group led by SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Christen Tychsen, commander
of I1./8S-Pz.-Rgt. 2. North and northwest of Kharkov, Fiisilier Regi-
ment “GD” and Grenadier Regiment “GD” were engaged in an
exhausting series of delaying actions which forced them backwards
into the city’s northern environs. The Aufklarungsabteilung “GD”
was ordered to assemble for a reconnaissance in force to be con-
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ducted to the northwest of Kharkov, on 12 February. The recon-
naissance was to proceed into the Udy River valley in ordes to lo-
cate the 3th Guards Tank Corps, which had been seen by German
air reconnaissance on | 1 February. The much weakened battalion
was expecled o stop Kravchenko’s tank corps. Armeeableilung
Kempf expected a series of concentric attacks on the moming of 12
February. Intelligence reports from all sectors indicated that the
Russians were preparing to make a major cffort.

As expected, a series of attacks rippled without pause along
the entire front of Anmeeabteilung Lanz on 12 February. Rybalko’s
12th and 15th Tank Corps. supported by infantry, made repeated
atlacks on the positions of Regiment “Deutschland” and Wisch’s
regiment. Fortunately for the Germans, Rybalko experienced prob-
lems in coordinating hs artillery support and concentrating his forces
at the main point of attack along the Chuguyev-Kharkov road. Due
to these difficulties and the conminued stubbom defense of the Rogan
area by “Leibstandarte”™ Grenadiers, the main Soviet attacks failed
(o successfully penetrate the German lines. The Russian infantry
once again expenenced grievous losses. However, because of the
determined efforts made by the Russians, the Germans were hard
pressed everywhere and all reserves remained tied up in heavy fight-
ing. As a result, many small Russian penetrations were ehminated
with great difficulty and sometimes necessitated the use of risky
lactics.

Such a sitvation occurred on the south flank of $S-PzG.-Rgl. 2
“LAH,” when a company of Russian infantry foughtits way through
the regiment’s positions at a village named Borovoje. Elements of
two companies of the regiment were withdrawn from the line and
formed into a Kampfgruppe. Jeaving only a few outposts and ma-
chine gun crews to cover the sector. The small detachiment was
supported by an assault gun or two and 2cm Flak guns. The (wo
companies of Grenadiers. a lotal of about 150 men, launched its
counlerattack on the Russian infantry in several assault teams. The
Russian infaniry were in open ground west of Borovoje and with-
out armor support. The SS Grenadiers, advancing behind the mas-
sive, squat Sturmgeschiitze I1Ts, pushed the Russians back into the
small town.

However, once the Russian infantry took shelter in the build-
ings the situation changed. 1t was difficult and costly to rool out the
Russians. who were in their element fighting defensive engage-
ments in towns and cities. They speedily occupied huts and build-
ings in the village and skillfully found concealed firing positions.
Faced with this situation, the SS Grenadiers had to conduct me-
thodical attacks to eliminate the Russians. bauling from house to
house. However the defenders could not be cleared out quickly and
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their presence in Borovoje remained a potential problem, due to the
Soviet penchant for reinforcing even small penelrations and build-
ing them quickly into a reinforced bridgehead.

Later in the day. an attack by the 12th Tank Corps and a regi-
ment of Soviet infantry. penetrated a section of the linc at Rogan
between [[. and 111./S§-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH.’ As there were no im-
mediately available reserves in the sector. the commander of SS-
PzG.-Rgt. 2 "LAH," SS-Standartenfiihrer Wisch, took two compa-
nies from another section of the front and stationed them to the rear
of the two endangered battalions in case the Russians broke through.
This Soviet bridgehead could not be sealed off or eliminated be-
cause the Russians were able to reinforce their position and dig in
before Wisch could launch a counterattack of sufficient strength (o
quickly eliminate the penetration. As a result, the Russians were
able (o use this bridgehead as a staging area for the next assault.
Rybalko insered tanks, intantry and additional heavy weapons into
the bridgehead. At 1800 hours. the Soviets attacked out of the pen-
etration area, assaulting the reinforced I111./SS-PzG.-Rgt. | “LAH.”
Behind rocket and heavy mortar fire, Russian tanks burst out of the
bridgehead, followed by shouting Russian infantry. T-34s moved
up to blast the SS Grenadiers out of their trenches and buildings.
High explosive tank shells reduced German strong points 10 ruins
as the fighting dissolved into a series of bitterly fought, small unit
actions. Flights of screaming rockets slammed down. blanketing
an area with awesome displays of high explosive. Russian 12¢cm
mortars laid down a heavy barrage of shells that made movement
difficult and costly.™

Russian troops wormed their way forward, concealed by the
debris of buildings and other wreckage and infiltrated between SS
positions. Half strength German squads and platoons fought (0 hold
buildings against attacks by depleted Russian companies and bat-
1alions. A few T-34s and T-70s cautiously made their way through
the debris clogged streets with Soviet infantry clustered behind them.
The Russians hurled grenades and fired automatic weapons Lo pro-
tect the tanks from close quarter attacks by SS Grenadiers. Sup-
ported by their tanks and artillery, Soviet assault teams began (o
force Weidenhaupt’s men out of the town at the same time as an-
other Soviet avack began.

At 1930 hours the Soviet | 1th Rifle Division launched an at-
tack south of Rogan, at Ternovo. which was supported by a thrust
from out of a nearby forest . Both attacks were lemporarily halted
by fierce German counterattacks. After the collapse of the attack,
many of the Russian infantry disappeared into the woods, which
were south of the town. German artillery and monars blasted the
small forest with high explosives and fragmentation shells. hoping
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to catch the Russians before they could dig in. SS infantry worked
their way up to the woods after the artillery had forced the Russians
to take cover and set up defensive positions at the woods edge. Due
10 quick reaction by the Germans, each Soviet thrust was at least
temporarily blocked but neither could be eliminated.*

Rybalko skillfully switched his point of main effort from one
area to the other. When his attacks were stopped at one place, he
hammered at the SS positions in another area. He was determined
to punch through the Germans and concentrated all of his armor
and artillery against the “Leibstandarte™ Panzergrenadiers. The battle
for the Rogan sector became a costly slugging match, which was
finally won through the application of brute force, constant pres-
sure and superior numbers.

At 2200 hours, the 15th Tank Corps and its supposting infantry
launched an effort to capture Bahnhot Rogan (railroad s1ation) and
penetrated the defensive positions of 11./SS-PzG.-Rgt. 1 “LAH.”
Battalion commander Max Hansen organized a counterattack that
stopped the attack, but under cover of darkness the Soviets regrouped
and swung 1o the north and south of the station. Given that devel-
opment. Hansen was forced 10 withdraw and find more favorable
defensive ground. His battalion dug in about a kilometer west of
Bahnhof Rogan and waited for the inevitable attacks.

In Rogan, Hubert Meyer’s battalion was assailed by Soviet
assault squads that stormed its perimeter relentlessly. In spite of
heavy losses the Russians secured a number of footholds in the
western edge of the town. T-34s found approaches that were shielded
from SS anti-tank guns and infantry howitzers and fired point blank
at German positions. Soviet snipers took up positions in houses
opposite the SS defensive line and began to fire at anyone who
dared raise their head. High explosive shells from 7.6cm anti-tank
guns slammed through building walls, while 12¢em mortar shells
crashed through the roofs. Casualties steadily mounted and this
storm of fire forced the SS Grenadiers to abandon the burning, smoke
filled buildings and pull back to more sheltered firing positions.*’

Immediate]y the Russians bridged the balka and began to fun-
nel T-34s across the ravine. Soviet armor motored cautiously down
the narrow streets, followed by Russian infantry and sharp shoot-
ers. Later in the war, the Panzerfaust and bazooka like Panzerschreck
were common, but in early winter of 1943, the Germans did not
have many of these effective infantry anti-tank weapons. More
Soviet tanks entered the town and SS defenses began to collapse.
After getting pushed out of their first defensive positions, the Ger-
mans (tried to reach cover in another row of houses, carrying their

* NA/T-354, roll 120. 1a KTB, Darstellung der Ereignisse. 9.2 to 10.2.1943.
frame 3753575,
*7 Lehmann, pg. 65.
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wounded with them. A hail of small arms fire caused additional
losses and forced the SS Grenadiers to pull back. They discovered
a Pak 40 anti-iank gun and its crew and attempted once again 10
make a stand but machine gun fire killed or wounded several de-
fenders. The squeal and clank of tank tracks could be heard ad-
vancing toward them and abruptly three T-34s rumbled into sight
while the gun crew frantically tried to pivot their gun. The first shot
struck the lead Russian tank and damaged it. To the utter amaze-
ment of the SS men, the other 1wo tanks broke off the attack and
withdrew leaving (he disabled tank behind.** In spite of this small
victory. the unrelenting Soviet assault on Rogan pushed Meyer's
Grenadiers out of the town. The S§ battalion pulled back and occu-
pied another position straddling the Kharkov-Rogan-Chugujev road.

The battles of both the 3rd Tank Army and 69th Army on the
eastern approaches to Kharkov were extremely costly (o the Sovi-
ets. Although they were forcing the Germans to slowly retreat to-
ward the city, Russian infantry casualties and tank losses were high.
Kazakov’s 69th Army was forced to combine the remnants of its
various decimated regiments, in order (0 form rifle batialions with
a functional strength. After days of fighting, the two armies remained
unable to break the three SS regiments that held the easiern ap-
proaches to the city. However. the SS Grenadiers were stretched to
their limits and could no longer eliminate Russian penetrations.*

Rybalko was spurred on by directives from his Front com-
mander and ordered one assault after the other in order o over-
whelm the Germans defending the eastern approaches of the ciy.
The 3rd Tank Army was squeezed into a narrow atlack sector and
had little choice but to make costly frontal assaults. The bitter fight-
ing further reduced the strength of the Soviel rifle regiments and
cost Rybalko tanks that he could not afford to lose. While Rybalko
fought a bitter war of attrition, the situation remained more fluid in
the area west and north of Kharkov.

Moskalenko’s 40th Army retained freedom of maneuver be-
cause it exploited the gap west of Belgorod that had been created
by the withdrawal of 168. Infanterie-Division. On the moming of
12 February, “Grossdeutschland” pulled back its overextended
western flank. Threatened with encirclement at several points, the
division withdrew to the towns of Zolochev and Olshanny, which
were northwest of Kharkov. At Dergatschi, a few kilometers di-
rectly north of Kharkov, the Aufklarungsabteilung “GD"” was out-
flanked and forced 1o withdraw 10 the northern outskirts of the city
in order to avoid encirclement and destruction. This was in spite of
orders by Lanz that the town was to be held to the last man. The
exhausted men of the Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon, which was reduced

* Lehmann, pg 67.
¥ Glaniz, pg. 177.



to company strength, were sent 1o Losovenka as reinforcement o
the reconnaissance battalion.®

The breakthrough at Dergatschi was a serious threat to the
“Grossdeutschland” Grenadier Regiment, which had two battalions
stationed along the Belgorod-Kharkov road. The Russian forces at
Dergatschi were in position 1o outflank the Grenadier Regiment’s
left flank. The division ordered the Autkldrungsabteilung “GD,”
strengthened by an SS anti-tank gun platoon. (0 either recapture
Dergatschi or force the Soviet spearhead away from the area. Al-
ready Russian ski troops were infiltrating the area south of
Dergatschi and a few solitary Soviel tanks could be seen scouting
around the hills in the distance. In order 10 add armored support to
the baualion, a few assaull guns and tanks were assigned (o the
battle group. A supporting attack was to be made by [II./Grenadier-
Regiment “GD.” Joined by a batlery of seif propelled artillery, the
Fihrer-Begleit-Bataillon. led by one tank and a single assault gun,
attacked Dergatschi at 0900 hours. One squadron of the reconnais-
sance battalion assaulted the town from the west, while another
squadron remained in reserve. One battalion of “*Grossdeutschland”
Grenadiers was sent marching toward Dergalschi with orders to
supporl the attack.

As the Fiihrer-Begleit-Bataillon approached the town the as-
saull gun was hit (wice in succession by anti-tank gun fire and dam-
aged. It remained in action, however and pulled back in order 10
find a sheltered firing position. A Russian tank then opened fire
from the edge of the lown but it was hit immediately by SS anti-
tank gunners and put out of action. The two attack groups assaulted
the town, lorcing the defending Soviet infantry (0 withdraw 1o the
northweslt. The Germans occupied the southern edge of Dergatschi.
when suddenly, several Russian 1anks appeared on the crests of a
range of hills 10 the northwest and began shelling the German troops.

Within a short time Soviet artillery and Stalin’s Organs were
brought (o bear on the Germans and shells and rockeis began to
impact inside the town perimeter. Soon houses and building were
burning vigorously, sending banks of smoke drifting about, which
reduced visibility. The “Grossdeutschiand™ Grenadier battalion ar-
rived while the Soviel shelling was in full swing but they charged
into the town and secured it. There was no immediate counterat-
tack by the Russians and the Fihrer-Begleit-Bataillon was able to
regroup and withdraw, leaving the Grenadiers in possession of the
town. The Aufklirungsabteilung “GD" was ordered 1o immediately
pull back into Kharkov and prepare (o carry out its previously or-
dered operation against the Sth Guards Tank Corps advance. In the
meantime, infantry of the Soviet 25th Guards Rifle Division as-

© Befehl des Gewixsens, pg 8S.
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sembled at Dergatschi and at nightfall launched attacks on the town
which continued until morning. The Russian mobile spearheads,
having met strong resistance, left the caplure of the town (0 the
infantry of the 25th Guards and bypassed Dergatschi.

During the night of 13-14 February, “Grossdeutschland™ at-
tempted (0 consolidate and reorganize its crumbling defenses north
of Kharkov. The Grenadier Regiment and Fiisilier Regiment were
able to build up a front consisting of battalion strong points extend-
ing from west of Dergaischi 1o the area near the (own of Zirkuny.
where contact with Regiment “Deutschland” was established.*

The fragments of 168. Infanterie-Division still faced portions
of the Russian 107th and 309th Rifle Divisions. The division was
ordered to assemble combat groups of regimental strength in the
town of Bogodukhov, which Jay almost 40 kilometers to (he north-
west of Kharkov. However, the demoralized division had lost the
will 10 fight and the withdrawing regiments made every effort to
avoid combat as they retreated before the advance of Soviet infan-
try and tank forces. This was noted by the army because a report
sent by Armeeabieilung Lanz to Heeresgruppe Siid stated that the
division had given way too quickly (zu schnell weglaugt).

This was in stark contrast to the determination exhibited by the
SS divisions and “Grossdeutschland,” as well as the 320. Infanterie-
Division. The lack of fighting motivation exhibited by the division
was noted a second time by the officer wnting the Kriegstagesbuch
(war diary) of Armeeabteilung Lanz. who remarked on the ‘un-
usual® (exzentrisch) movements made by the regiments of the divi-
sion.*

Early in the morning, there were again reports of a Russian
tank column moving south, following the course of the Udy River.
These report undoubtedly refer to the leading detachment of the
Sth Guards Tank Corps which was dnving down the length of the
narrow, flat bottomed river valley. In response to this threa(, the
Aufkldrungsabteilung “GD” was again ordered to check the ad-
vance of the Russian tank column by establishing a blocking posi-
tion at Peresetshnaya. This village was located just north of the
larger town of Olschany. It is instructive that Lanz could do no
more than send a depleted reconnaissance batialion 10 oppose the
advance of an entire Soviet tank corps.

The combat north of Kharkov remained characterized by a se-
ries of blocking actions. “Grossdeutschland™ switched its mobjle
battalions from one hot spol to the other, while stretching its left
flank westward in a futile attempt lo avoid being outflanked by
Kravchenko’s tank corps. Main elements of the 40th Army forced
the defenders relentlessly back (oward Kharkov. The hard fighting

‘! Spaeter. pg 38.
2 Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 92-93.
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Germyan troops exacted a high price for the Soviet advance. but
could not stop it.*

Soviet rifle divisions concentrated in the area north of Kharkov
throughout the day. as long columns of sleds and marching infantry
continued to arrive. Soviet armor rumbled and skid over the icy
roads. rolling toward Kharkov from all directions. They passed long
march columns of brown uniformed Russian infantry, trudging
alongside sleds and horse drawn artillery and anti-tank guns.

The Grenadiers and Panzerjigers of “Grossdeutschland” were
able 10 destroy 5 Soviet tanks in actions along the roads leading
into the northern edge of Kharkov during 12 February. Northeast of
the city, along the Kharkov River valley, the Fisilier Regiment “GD™
temporarily blocked roads leading into the town of Lipzy. How-
ever, the 25th Guards, 340th, 183rd and 309th Rifle Divisions by-
passed or outflanked the isolated German blocking positions. The
stolid columns of Russian troops steadily marched southward to-
ward their objective, Kharkov.*

The fighting for Lipzy raged throughout the night of )2-13
February and into the early moming hours of the next day. Soviet
infantry broke into the German perimeter several times but were
driven out. The Fisilier Regiment turned back all attempts of the
Russians 1o take Lipzy itself, inflicting heavy losses on the Russian
infantry. However, after pulling back, the Russiang regrouped and
within hours began to march around the town. On either side of
Lipzy, Russian columns could be seen in the distance, pushing in-
cxorably onwards towards the south and Kharkov. Forced to hold a
front 100 wide to establish a continuous defensive Jine. the division
had no other choice but (o pull back again and again. The German
rear guard troops fought back with skill and determination as they
retreated and the division reported the destruction of 9 T-34s and |
KV-1 for the day, but always they moved backwards. By the morn-
ing of 13 February “Grossdeutschland™ was forced back into the
nocrthern environs of Kharkov.

Feitz Ehrath’s 1./°Deutschland,” holding the SS division’s left
flank. was left with an open flank after the breakthrough made by
the 40th Army’s 340th Rifle Division east of Dergatschi, which had
forced “Grossdeutschland” units to withdraw from the town. By
the aftemoon, the last few reserves of SS Grenadiers that remained
available to Regiment “Deutschland” were committed 1o the fight-
ing. The 3rd Tank Army and 69th Army threw their infantry and
tanks at the SS defensive front in relentless frontal assaults and
succeeded in penetrating the regiment’s perimeter at several points.

' NA/T-314, roll 489. Tagesmeldung Generalkommando z.b.v. Cramer an
“Grossdeutschland™ frame 000655 to 000658.
+ Glantz, pg. 177-178
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Heingz Macher, pictured here at the rank of SS-Umersiurmfiltrer. On February 13.
1943 Macher led his Pionicre company in a successful counter antack againsi a
Russian rifle battalion that threatened 1o overrun a banalion of “Das Reich”™ artil-
lery. (Courtesy of Mark C. Yerger)

One such penetration occurred near a small village where the
advance of a Soviet rifle regiment threatened an artillery position
of 11./8S-Artillerie-Regiment 2. SS-Untersturmfihrer Heinz
Macher’s 16./"Deutschland,” the regiment’s Pioniere company, was
ordered to counterattack the lead battalion of the Soviet rifle regi-
ment. The Russians had occupied the village and begun 10 organize
the defense of the area. A company of Soviet infantry dug in on a
nearby hill to the north of the village and emplaced several ma-
chine gun positicns in front of a small woods 1o the northwest.

Once he conducted a reconnaissance ot the area, Macher or-
dered one platoon of the company to approach the village from the
west, using a small ravine to conceal its advance. The company
was then to make a quick surprise attack from the ravine and knock
out the Russian machine gun outposts and an anti-tank gun posi-
tion defending the edge of the forest. After eliminating the machine



gun positions the platoon was to clear the forest and attack the Rus-
sians in the village from the flank. Simultaneously. a second pla-
toon was (o attack Soviel forward positions located on the hill north
of the village. After taking the hl}, the platoon was to atiack the
main Soviel position in the village, in support of the {lank attack
from the woods. Due to previous combat losses the company num-
bered only sixty-two men, with four non-commissioned officers
and one officer.*

At 0800 hours the two platoons began their attack. The flank-
ing attack toward the forest captured several machine guns and a
anti-tank rifle, reached the woods and pushed to within a 100 meters
of the village. It set up a machine gun position that was able 1o rake
the length of the Russian position from the flank. The second pla-
toon of the company routed the Soviet detachment holding the hill
north of the village and advanced down the reverse slope. Al that
time they came under such heavy fire from the town that they were
forced to pull back behind the hill crest. Macher’s company suf-
fered serious casualties, losing eight dead and nineteen wounded.
As a result of the heavy casualties the company was reorganized
mto two combat groups with three MG 42s in each group and was
ordered to serve as the security detachment of the artillery battal-
ion. However, the Soviet battalion had suffered heavy losses as well
and its advance was halted

[n the area defended by “Leibsiandarte,” to the southeast and
east, there was also a great deal of activity. The operation to rescue
Generalmajor Postel’s embattied division occupied a great deal of
the division’s energy, while the fighting south of the city grew in
intensity as well. The two Panzergrenadier regiments were hard
pressed to hold their positions without any appreciable mobile re-
serves due to the fact that the division’s remaining tanks were in
action against the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps thrust past its southern
flank.

Kampfgruppe Peiper and the Rescue of 320.
Infanterie-Division

While tighting raged southeast and east of Kharkov, particularly in
the Rogan area, Kampfgruppe Peiper began its operation to reach
320. Infanterie-Division at 0330 hours. After assembling in the pitch
black, bitter cold night, the SS Grenadiers stood around the half
tracks. stamping their feet and clapping their frozen hands in futjle
atternpts 1o stay warm. The SPW exhaust pipes sent out clouds of
vapor while the men and drivers gathered in small groups, quietly
talking while they waited for the order (o begin the attack. To shut
a motor off risked not being able (o get it started again because of

S Information from privaiely held KTB courtesy of Mark C. Yerger.
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the intense cold. As a result there was a constant duJl rumbling of
idling motors throughout the assembly area. Finally the NCOs re-
turned from a last mission review and the mmen clanibered aboard
the vehicles cluiching their weapons. The Kampfgruppe moved off
toward the south while to the rear the long line of ambulances also
got under way, following at a distance behind the combat (roops.

Led by two assault guns, the lead elements of the relief column
drove southward toward the Udy River. At 0515 hours. Peiper's
lead detachment surprised a Russian security force on the bndge
over the river at Krassnaya Polyana. The bridge was in German
hands before it could be destroyed by the surprised Russian troops.
Those who were not killed or captured fled into the night and dis-
appeared. After mopping up (he area. Peiper le(t a platoon behind
to protect the bridge and quickly pushed on. The following column
of vehicles snaked through Krassnaya Polyana and crossed the
bridge after a brief halt due 10 a Soviet counterattack that destroyed
several vehicles and caused havoc for a time before it was dniven
off. Burning vehicles were pushed off the road into the deep snow
and the lead vehicles left the river and its platoon of guardians be-
hind. A few minutes later intense firing suddenly was heard once
again from Krassnaja Polyana. The detachment guarding the bridge
had been attacked once again and were fighting for their lives, but
no help could be sent back to aid them because the column had to
keep moving.

An hour later Peiper’s Kampfgruppe reached Zmiev and crossed
the Northern Donets River on a still intact rail road bridge, at first
meeting no Russian resistance on the eastern bank. However, the
Russians were alerted 10 the presence of the SS column and after
Peiper’s spearhead moved on, Soviet infan(ry mounted several at-
tacks against the §S troops guarding the bridge. Machine gun fire
snapped overhead and mortar shells began to impact around the
bridge. Several small groups of Russian infaniry attacked the bridge
guard detachment, firing machine pistols and hurling grenades.*

Peiper received word that 320. Infanterie-Division baitle groups
were on the move, making their way toward their rendezvous with
the SS troops. A reconnaissance plane spotted the first regimenial
group of the division traveling along the rail line only a few kilo-
meters southeast of Zmiev. A (rail of dead horses, discarded equip-
ment and abandoned vehicles marked the passage of Postel’s troops.
Peiper sent patrols to establish contact with the division, while the
main body of his batialion remained near Zmiev.

Shortly before noon, the first element of the infantry division
could be seen in the distance. At (230 hours, the lead group of the
division. with its commanding officer, Generalmajor Postel at its
head, made the first contact with Peiper’s men. The regiment serv-

“ Lehmann. pg. 60-65.
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ing as the divisional rear guard was still several kilometers away in
the Liman area. Peiper reported that the appearance of the men of
the first group was shocking and brought to his mind visions of the
retreat of Napoleon’s Grand Army from Russia."

Shortly after the link up was established, elements of a Rus-
sian rifle regiment occupied Krassnaja Polyana and took posses-
sion of the bridge. The Russians killed the last surviving men of the
guard detachment, thus cutting Peiper’s line of retreat. While Peiper
had waited for Postel's division to reach Zmiev, one of the bridges
in his rear had fallen into Soviet hands. There was nothing to be
done however, except carry out the mission and then find a way to
fight their way back to their own lines.

Throughout the night the assembly of bone weary German in-
fantry continued, as the exhausted men of the three regimental
groups called on their last mental and physical reserves in a tinal
effort o reach safety. Columns of exhausted men reached the SS
lines. unshaven. wrapped in rags and half frozen. Along the way
they had collected all manner of animals o help drag their guns
and equipment. Scores of little Russian panje horses had been taken
from Russian civilians and hooked up to sleds or supply wagons.
Officers rode horses on makeshift saddles of blankets, while cattle
or oxen had been commandeered to drag the division’s remaining
artillery pieces. The men staggered past the SS soldiers wrapped in
layers of tattered blankets. ice hanging from beards and eyebrows.
Sleds and wagons rolled up (o the river. loaded with wounded and
dead. But regardless of their appearance, the men had kept their
order and disciphine and had not collapsed in the face of a terrible
mental strain. They had brought out their wounded. retained the
abiity to fight and had occupied elements of three Soviet rifle divi-
sions during its march west.

This was an amazing achievement in itself and before all of
the division had even reached safety, Armeeabieilung Lanz consid-
ered several assignments for it. This included a probably unrealis-
tic role as reinforcements for the SS-Panzer-Korps attack south of
Kharkov. Only the lead group of the division had actually reached
Peiper’s position on the afternoon of 12 February in any event. The
entire division did not assemble in time to contribute (o the attack
before other events completely changed the situation in Kharkov.
The last regimental group. made up of the survivors of the division's
585. Grenadier Regimeni. did not reach the rescue assembly arca
until 14 February. With the arrival of the rear guard detachment,
the nightmarish withdrawal of the division was at an end.

Peiper’s battalion spread out on each flank to protect the march
route and the column got under way. with the long trail of ambu-
lances carrying their cargo of wounded. When the leading detach-

7 Op cit.
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ments of the column neared (he bridge at Krassnaja Polyana. they
were fired on by a Russian ski battalion. The bridge was partially
destroyed and the small German guard detachment, as well as a
number of German medical personnel and wounded had all been
killed. Their bodies lay in the snow, strewn in piles along the town
sireets. Peiper launched an immediate assault and took the town
from the Russians. Liule imagination is required to guess what hap-
pened to any Russian survivors after the dead SS Grenadiers and
medical personnel were discovered. The remains of the bridge were
used to construct a fragile temporary bridge and the wounded of
the division were taken across. For those men. their ordeal ended
when they crossed over to the north bank of the river in the amba-
lances and trucks. While the wounded and sick were 1aken across
the makeshift crossing. the rest of the division gathered on the south-
ern bank.

However the improvised bridge was not strong enough 10 hold
the assault guns and SPWs of Peiper’s battalion. One of Postel's
surviving assault guns awempted to cross the frozen ice but fell
through and had o be abandoned. Afier the entire 320, Infantene-
Division crossed the river 1o safely, Peiper was 1o assemble his bat-
talion a1 Merefa. fn order to reach Merefa as soon as possible. Peiper
decided on a bold course of action and raced back to Zmiev. After
reaching the town the battalion turned west and drove down a road
on the northern bank of the Msha River. Passing through the towns
of Sidki and Mirgorod. Peiper was able to slip between Russian
forces in the area and reach Merefa. which lay about 15 kilometers
southwest of Kharkov. The first of Peiper’'s remarkable operations
during the winter of 1942-43 had reached a successful conclusion.
Meanwhile, to the south, while the men of 320. Infanterie-Division
marched into safety. the drama of the battle for Kharkov was reach-
ing a climax.*

The Attack against the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps

Postel radioed Armeeabteilung Lanz and reported that his division
‘stood ready for new deployment,” an optimistic assessment of the
capabilities of the division, considering its recent ordeal.
Armeeabteilung Lanz considered pulling the reminants of his divi-
sion back 10 Merefa. where it could recover and serve as the army
reserve. Another proposed course of action. transport of the divi-
sion to Poltava, was mentioned to Heeresgruppe B, but the army
group replied that this was not possible. The roads from Poltava 10
Krasnograd and the road net west of Khackov already had march
columns on them and there were no rail cars available for transport
of the division. The division was ordered (o continue its withdrawal

% Befehl des Gewissens. pg. 79-87 and Lehmann. pg. 60-65
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A column of S assanlt guns and half 1racks moving across flat terrain tvpical of the area around Kharkov. The frozen sieppe was often featureless as far as one could see
tn all directions. Characteristically, balkas (ravines) nf varying size cut through the area of the Ukraune around Kharkov, some of which were large envugh to conceal tanks

and arttllery. (Credit Nationol Archives)

northwards (oward Kharkov but it was not capable of helping the
counterattack of SS-Panzer-Korps south of Kharkov. In the mean-
time. the first combat units of “Totenkopf” began (o deploy in the
Kharkov arca. Regiment *"Thule” was en route from Krasnograd to
Novaja Vodolaga by late afternoon and other elements of the SS
division, including the last units of SS-Panzer-Regiment 3. contin-
ved to arrive and unload at Poltava. Eicke’s SS-Antillerie-Regiment
3 and support units of the division began to arrive by road from
Kiev on the night of 12-13 February.®

While the third division of the SS-Panzer-Korps assembled,
Dietrich’s counterattack had continued with some success. The ad-
vance of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps toward Ljubotin was halted
and the Soviet cavalry column was sliced into several fragments by
the SS attacks. The largest group withdrew to Novaja Vodolaga and
organized a strong defense, reinforced by a number of anti-tank
guns. The SS-Kradschiitzen-Bataillon 2, under command of SS-
Sturmbannfiihrer Fick, arrived in the area on the night of 11-12
February and was ordered to take the town, which was defended by
the Soviet | 1th Cavalry Division.

Supported by Panzer IV of [1./SS-Pz.-Rgt. 1. the Kradschiitzen-
Bataillon captured a range of hills northeast of the (own, after diffi-

** Vopersal, pg. 98-100.

cult fighting. After regrouping behind the hills the batialion assaulted
Novaja Vodolaga itself and penetrated into the town but the motor-
cycle 1roops were immediately counterattacked and thrown out.
Twice more Fick's motorcycle troops fought their way into Novaja
Vodolaga but were driven back by ferocious Soviet counteraltacks.
Each time, Russian infaniry, supported by T-34s, launched deter-
mined assaults upon the battalion before it could consolidate its
gains. After darkness, Fick withdrew his battered men and reas-
sembled cast of (he town.

At day break on |3 February, Fick’s batialion, supported by
[11./Regiment “Der Fihrer” and “Leibstandane™ tanks, attacked
Novaja Vodolaga once again. This time the SS Grenadiers fought
through the Soviet defensive perimeter and drove the Russians out
of the town, although the Germans lost three tanks in the process.
After being forced out of Novaja Vodolaga, the Soviet cavalry with-
drew in good order to the southeast. While II1./Regiment “Der
Fiihrer” mopped up the remaining Soviet troops in the town, Fick's
battalion cautiously pursued the withdrawing Russians and reached
a crossroads south of the town.®

#7354, Roll 118 Fernscreiben S$S- Div. L-SS-AH an SS-Panzer-Korps. 2000
Uhr 13.2.1943. Weidinger, Quo, Kameraden bis zum Ende, (Gottingen: 1962) page
118.

119



Last Victory in Russia

After the loss of Novaja Vodolaga and Borki. major elements
of the 6th Cavalry Corps withdrew eastwards. The cavalry detach-
ments remained largely intact and in possession of their heavy weap-
ons and made were able to keep their tanks running. The ] 1th Cav-
alry Division crossed the Udy River valley and made its way to
Ochotschaje. Other well armed detachmenis, including the major-
ity of the 201st Tank Brigade, pulled back further eastward, reach-
ing the village of Bereka. Fick’s battalion was ordered 1o stop its
advance and prepare (o support Regiment “Der Fiihrer,” which was
approaching Ochotschaje, where the Soviet cavalry had taken up
new positions.

Earlier that day, at 0500 hours, Regiment “Der Fiihrer” began
its advance, supported by the Stukas of Stukageschwader 77. A
Luftwatfe officer was assigned to the command group in order to
coordinate the air support. Before noon, the regiment occupied the
town of Rjabuchino, which was a few kilometers north of
Ochotschaje. The poor roads and bad weather slowed the Germans
down considerably, while the Russian cavalry divisions and T-34s
seemed 10 have less difficulty moving over the snowbound terrain.
Soon afterwards, the Kradschiitzen-Bataillon reached the 1own of
Starowerovka. which was east of Ochotschaje. after leaving behind
a security detachment to guard its supply lines."

While the center group lagged behind, both flanking groups
made good progress and closed in on two different groups of Rus-
sian cavalry. By the afternoon the right wing spearhead, Meyer's
Aufklirungsabteilung approached the (own of Alexejevka, which
was wesl of Ochotschaje. However, due to a lack of fuel Meyer’s
Kampfgruppe was forced to halt its awack and take up defensive
positions after occupying the town. Albent Frey’s 1./8S-PzGren.-
Rgt | "LAH.” on the left or eastern flank, finally began to make
steady progress and reached the outskirts of Bereka, which was
east of Ochotschaje. At Bereka, Witt’s advance once again came to
a halt when be found that the Russian cavalry troops were entrenched
in considerable strength in and around the town. His first attacks
were thrown back with substantial losses and very litlle gain. The
men of the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps proved to be tough oppo-
nents, although the corps was sliced up into isolated fragments which
were forced to try to escape (o the east. The cavalry combat groups
remained full of fight and dealt out heavy casvalties whenever they
were comered by the SS. The largest cavalry group remained en-
trenched at Ochotschaje, while at Bereka strong forces of the corps
continued to fight off Witt’s Grenadiers. Although the Soviet cav-
alry was still south of the city in some strength and occupied main
elements of the available SS mobile forces, its thrust (owards

3 T-354, Roll 118, Fernscreiben SS- Div. L-SS-AH an $S-Panzer-Korps, 2000
Uhr 13.2.1943 and Weidinger, pgs. 119-120.
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Ljubotin and the vital railroad lines was stopped. If the cavalry group
had not been stopped, the SS-Panzer-Komps would have been cut
off by 14 February. due 10 the presence of Soviet armor west of
Kharkov.

Russian tanks, probably from the 5th Goards Tank Corps, were
reported 10 have reached the Ljubotin-Bogodukhov road, about ten
kilometers west of Kharkov on 13 February. This was only about
twenty kilometers northwest of Novaja Vodolaga. A Soviet link up
at Ljubotin wouid have severed the last rail line into Kharkov and
created additional difficulties for Hausser at a critical time. The SS
counterattack prevenied the encirclement of the city by breaking
up the attack of the Soviet cavalry corps but the commitment of the
mobile forces of the two divisions prevented the use of the entire
SS-Panzer-Korps in defense of Kharkov itself. Although the attempl
of the 3rd Tank Ammy to encircle Kharkov from the south failed,
the eastern defenses of the city were about to crack. By the time
that the 6th Cavalry Corps attack was stopped it was too late 10
redeploy the SS mobile units to the east and north of the city. Just
as the flanking movement by the 40th Army had unhinged the Ger-
man front north of Kharkov. the thrust of the 6th Guards Cavalry
Corps fatally weakened the SS defenses east of the city. Lanz cor-
rectly predicted the outcome several days earlier but his reports fell
on deaf ears and the Armeeabteilung received orders to continue to
hold the city, regardless of the circumstances and the SS-Panzer-
Korps was to continue Dietrich’s attack against the Soviet cavalry
corps.

Lanz hoped to accomplish several limited objectives on 14
February, the first of which was the mopping up the remaining battle
groups of Soviet cavalry. The day also saw a change in leadership
of Korps Cramer. General der Panzertruppen Erhard Raus took over
command of the corps, which was redesignated as Korps Raus.
Optimistically, Lanz hoped that the SS Kampfgruppe would be able
10 drive further south after accomplishing their first task and clear
Soviet troops off the Dnepropetrovsk-Pavlograd-Kharkov rail line
between Kharkov and Losovaja. This stretch of railroad had been
lost to the Germans when columns of 1the 6th Guards Cavalry Corps
crossed the line in their thrust to the west,

The 83rd Cavalry Division held the town of Taranovka, which
was ten kilometers west of the rail line and near Ochotschaje, which
was held by major elements of the | 1th Cavalry Division. Elements
of the 201st Tank Brigade, the armored spearhead of the Soviet
cavalry corps. occupied Bereka and parts of the surrounding area.
These towns would be consumed in the biuter fighting that was to
come in the following days."

2 NAJT-354, roll 120, 1a KTB, DarsteDung der Eresgnissc, Morgenmeldung
an S$S-Panzer-Korps, frame 3753591.



Lanz also hoped to hold the approaches to the southeastern
sector of Kharkov. anchored in its center by the tractor works at
Lossevo. However, by the following day. the northern and eastern
defenses were crumbling and could not be saved. On |13 February
Hausser had already given warning orders for the first demolition
of bridges and roads in preparation for a withdrawal from the city.
Some demolition was begun at that time and Lanz was informed of
this fact. On 14 and 5 February a confusing series of orders, counter
orders and conflicting command intentions embroiled Lanz and
Hausser. While the officers debated the proper course of action and
Hiter wielded his infiuence upon their decisions, the Soviet ring
closed ever tighter on the German troops fighting and dying in the
icy cold steppe and ruined buildings of Kharkov.

At midnight on 14 February. Armmeeabteilung Lanz officially
became part of Manstein’s army group, which was then designated
Heeresgruppe Siid. [t was to be a day of crisis not only for Lanz,
but for the SS-Panzer-Koms and its commander, Paul Hausser as
well. On the previous night, Manstein was notified by OKH that a
new German army was to be built up west of Poltava. although this
proposal never took any substantive shape. It is possible that
Manstein’s affirmation of Hitler’s orders (o hold the city on that
date, regardless of military realities. were based upon the belief
that new forces would be available in a short time.

[n his book Lost Victories, Manstein remarked that the realign-
ment of Armeeabteilung Lanz served only ‘one useful purpose.’

By bringing Artny Detachment Lanz under Southern Army
Group, it enabled our headquarters (o exercise exclusive com-
mand at the decisive place and the decisive time . . . this con-
tributed subsiantially to the final success of the winter cam-
paign of 1942-43 .5

This is a strange comment, especially considering the remarks
made by Manstein in the following paragraph, in which he described
the ‘fresh source of anxiety' caused by Hitler, who ‘by dint of his
personal interventions ~ remained in command there for a few days
yel." Apparently Manstein did not consider himself (o be in exclu-
sive command because he further stated that he demanded 1o be
informed whether he would be bound by orders previously issued
to Lanz by the Fiihrer, through Heeresgruppe B.

[t appears (hat Manstein decided that he was still bound by
these directives. At 0510 hours. according to the records of the
Armeeabteilung, Lanz received orders from Heeresgruppe Siid that
reiterated the Fiihrer Befehl, which stated that the city of Kharkov

* Manstein, pg. 421.
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was (o be held under all circomstances. even if it became necessary
to stop the attack south of the city. The order added that local break-
throughs were to be dealt with by “mobile defensive operations.™
This suggests that Manstein was not immediately aware of the re-
alities of the situation in Kharkov and the condition of the defend-
ing divisions, particularly regarding their lack of any strong mobile
reserves on the eastern and northern sectors of the city penimeter. Jt
ts possible that the poor communications net contribated to the lack
of proper understanding of the manpower situation faced by
Armeeabteilung Lanz. Otherwise, it is hard 1o understand how Korps
Raus could have been realistically expected to utilize mobile de-
fensive operations in its defense of the city. Lanz issued a number
of orders (o the §S-Panzer-Korps a few hours later, stating that ac-
cording to Hitler’s directive, the city was to be held and that de-
struction of bridges and roads was to be halted.

Recognizing the critical sitvation on the eastern perimeter, Lanz
first directed that Regiment “Deutschland” should pull back closer
(o the city. essentially confirming Hausser’s previous orders to the
regiment. Secondly, Sepp Dietrich was directed to finish the opera-
tion against the remains of the 6th Guards Cavalry as soon as pos-
sible, in order to free up the mobile units for use in the defense of
the city. All available anti-tank weapons, assault guns and armor
was (0 assemble at Merefa and prepare for assembly at an enor-
mous tractor factory ai the town of Lossevo which was located be-
tween Kharkov and Rogan and produced T-34 tanks.*

Lanz also ordered Postel's 320. Intanterie-Division to assemble
southeast of Kharkov and serve as the reserve of the SS-Panzer-
Korps. Korps Raus was ordered (0 use elements of the division 1o
build up a blocking position south of the city, in order to delay the
attack of the 12th Tank Corps and the 62nd Guards Rifle Division,
which were slowly pushing up the Kharkov-Rogan road. The re-
mainder of 320. Infanterie-Division was to attack across the Udy
River and strike the flank of the Soviet forces moving west on this
road.**

Korps Raus took over responsibility for the front west and north
of the city and attempted to establish a strong defensive position at
Olschany in order to prevent Soviet forces nornthwest of Kharkov
from penetrating farther south and completing the encirclement of
the city. The 168. Infanterie-Division was to assemble a reinforced
regimental group at Bogodukhov and cover the west flank of Korps
Raus. This was a very optimistic plan, given the dispirited condi-
tion of the division's soldiers. There was little hope that the divi-
sion could establish contact with the western flank of

Y Befeht des Gewissens, pg. 94-96
“ NA/T-314, roll 489, Armeeableilung Lans an Korp< Raus und Gen.Kdo.
SS-Panzer-Korps. frame 683.
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“Grossdeutschland” judging from the situation map reproduced in
Befehl des Gewissens.* Soviet units surrounding the city are stacked
in colunins above the northwestern perimeter of Kharkov. Arrows
marking the thrust of Soviet armor west of the city with slashes of
red slice between the two divisions and also show Soviet cavalry
south of Kharkov. It is clearly evident how perilous the situation
was for the German troops defending the city on |13-14 February.

The situation reached a climax on the following morning when
orders and counter orders were issued and Hitler and his generals
wrangled over the proper course of action. In the midst of this cri-
sis, Paul Hausser made a fateful decision regarding his former djvi-
sion and the SS-Panzer-Korps as a whole.

Hausser’s Order to Abandon Kharkov

The day began with the German commanders conferring with each
other regarding the proper course of action. At 0800 hours, Lanz
flew to Merefa. where the headquarters of the SS-Panzer-Korps
was located, in order to personally speak with Hausser concerning
Hitler's directives and the situation in general. After conferring with
the SS commander he sent a radio message to Heeresgruppe Siid
describing the critical nature of the situation. Lanz made it clear
that there was no hope that the gap 10 the west could be closed as it
was too wide and only fresh divisions could hope to fill it. The sole
new division was “Totenkop{” and only the lead elements of the
division’s Regimem “Thule” were actually on hand on 14 Febru-
ary. The rest of “Totenkopf” was still on trains or just beginning to
unload at various railheads many kilometers west of Kharkov.?

To make matter worse. Krasnograd and its vital railroad line
was endangered by the advance of the Soviet 6th Army. Forward
units of the Army’s 106th Rifle Brigade had already been seen along
roads east of the town. It was absolutely critical that the rail line be
kept open if Armeeabteilung Lanz was to survive, because it was
the last rail road still running into Kharkov. Korps Raus reported
that it could no longer protect the northwest perimeter of Kharkov
and that by nightfall Soviel troops could be expected to enter the
city.

Manstein replied to the information received from these mes-
sages with several directives. First. SS “Totenkopf” was ordered 10
assemble near Valki, which was about 40 kilometers west of
Kharkov. From there the division was to be used to strike at the
Soviet forces west of the (own or attack southward in defense of
Krasnograd. Secondly, Manstein approved the relocation of the HQs
of Armeeabteilung Lanz. fromn Kharkov to Poltava. obviously real-

% Befehl des Gewiscens. pg. 92.
3 Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 94,

izing at that point, that the city was seriously endangered. Third, he
ordered the SS-Panzer-Korps to stop sending direct communica-
tions to higher SS command structures, by passing the normal chan-
nels of the army. He apparently believed that SS communications
sent directly to the SS Fiibrungshauptamt or main headquarters,
were responsible for Hitler’s belief that the city could still be held.
As adhering to these Flihrerbefehle might cost him his only strong
Panzer reserve, Manstein issued instructions that the SS-Panzer-
Korps was to cease transmitting reports directly to the S§S
Fihrungshauptamt,

1t would appear that Manstein was almost surely mistaken in
his belief that Hausser would have ever told Hitler that the city
could still be held. It would be interesting to know if Himmler, who
was anxious for his newly built up SS-Panzer-Korps to cover itself
with glory. had any role in encouraging Hitler to order the SS troops
fight to the death in Kharkov. However, no record exists of any
influence he might have had on Hiltler in this regard. It can logi-
cally be assumed that Hausser would not have encouraged deci-
sions that would have resulted in the destruction of his corps, par-
ticularly in light of his subsequent decisions.

By the afternoon of 14 February. Hausser no longer believed
that he could still hold the city. At 1530 hours he had received a
message from the commander of “Das Reich,” Herbert Vahl, re-
porting that the division’s last reserves had been committed and the
defensive front could no longer be held. Vahl stated that if the order
to withdraw was not received by that evening, the division could
not be saved. Hausser informed Lanz that if the division was not
allowed 1o withdraw by nightfall, the Panzergrenadier Regiments
defending the eastern perimeter would be los(. Hausser radioed
Armeeabteilung Lanz, requesting that a decision to withdraw be
made by 1630 hours. He also reported that riots and civil distur-
bances had broken out in the city itself and that Soviet civilians
were firing upon German troops in the city. Hausser then stated
thatif a decision 1o withdraw was not issued by the Anneeabieilung
at 1630 hours. then he would give it himself. Kinze] replied at 1620
hours. reminding Hausser of Manstein’s earlier directives which
reaffirmed the directive from Hitler, stating that the city was to be
held regardless of the circumstances. He also reminded Hausser
that if the easterm perimeter was given up and the two hard pressed
SS regiments withdrew, it would leave “Grossdeuatschland’s™ flank
hanging in the air (in der Luft) and that it he gave the order 1o
withdraw, he (Hausser) musl accept the consequences. This was
not strictly correct as “Grossdeutschland” had already been pushed
back along its entire front.*

“* Ibid. pg. 96 and NA/T-354, roll 120, 1a KTB, Darstellung der Ercignisse,
14.2.1943. frame 3753593.



In reality, “Grossdeutschland™ could not have halted the Rus-
sians regardless of whal positions were held by Regiment
“Deutschland.” Considering the penetrations in strength already
existing between “Grossdeutschland™ and the SS troops the flank
security of “Grossdeutschland™ was probably a moot point by that
time. At 1645 hours, SS-Panzer-Korps records document that
Hausser notified Armeeabteilong Lanz that he had given “Das
Reich™ the order to withdraw from the eastem approaches of
Kharkov and that he had notified Korps Raus of his order. He in-
tended (0 begin a retreat toward the city on the night of [4-15 Feb-
ruary and establish new positions behind the Udy River. southwest
of Kharkov.”

Forty minutes later, Headquarters Armeeabteilung Lanz replied
10 Hausser's communication. At 1725 hours, the Armeeabteilung
reiterated Hitler's order to hold the city to the last man.
Armeeabieilung Lanz records state thar at 1800 hours, Lanz then
personally called Hausser at SS-Panzer-Korps HQ by telephone and
repeated the order from Hitler to hold the city to the last man. Lanz
discussed Hausser's decision (o evacuate the cily and as it was con-
trary 10 Hitler's order o hold Kharkov. he quite properly asked
Hausser to rescind the order. Hausser replied that once such an or-
der was given and troops began to abandon positions. it was diffi-
cult to cancel. The SS-Panzer-Korps records acknowledge the re-
ception of the Gegenbefehl {countes order) at 1810 hours. The SS-
Panzer-Korps records state that at 1815 hours Hausser radioed an
order to ~"Das Reich™ stating that the ¢ity was to be held to the last
man,®

This was an hour and a halt after Hausser had transmitted his
first order for the pullback to begin. By that time, it can be assumed
that both men knew that it was already too late 10 easily or safely
cancel the withdrawal. After receiving Hausser's directive to re-
main in position, “Das Rejch™ reported that its withdrawing units
were no longer in radio contact with the division HQ and thus could
not be notified that the previous order was canceled. At 2200 hours.
“Das Reich™ reported that disengagement was in progress and that
it could only be stopped with great difficulty. Of course. it proved
too late to stop “Das Reich™ from abandoning its exposed defen-
sive positions cast of Kharkov. ®

Lanz’ clearly stated transmission of Hitler's orders to Hausser
could have been intended 10 provide evidence that Armeeabteilung
Lanz and its commander had done their duty to the Fiihrer. Lanz

“ Op cil. The order stated. “lch habe am 14.2.1943 16 435 Urh den Befehl zur
Raumung von Charkow und zum Ausweichen hinter den Udy Abschnicin der Nacht
vom 14 15 2 gleichzeilig an Korps Raus geeeben. Beuneilung der Lage folgt
schnftheh.”

™ NA/T-354, roll 120. 12 KTB. Darsiellung der Eretgnisse. frame 3753595,
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The commander of Regiment “Deutschland.” Heinz Harmel is the officer on the
right of tins picture. The man standing on the left is $S-Sturmbannfihrer Hans

Bissinger, the commander of 11/Regunent “Deutschland.” (Courtesy of Mark C.

Yerger)

was providing a documented record of his own actions while Hausser
chose to suffer the consequences of acting contrary to a direct order
from Hiller. regardless of how militarily correct that act might have
been. Of course, it can be assumed that Lanz knew he would ulti-
mately be held responsible for the actions of his officers. 1t can be
speculated that Lanz intentionally delayed countermanding the or-
der because he knew that withdrawal was the militarily correct de-
cision and that once begun, a pul] back conducted under close con-
tact with an aggressive enemy could not be stopped without undue
danger to the withdrawing force. This might explain Lanz” delay in
responding to Hausser’s 1630 hour deadline and suggests that Lanz
may have tacitly agreed with Hausser's action and allowed events
to take their course. If that were 50, 1t can be specu)ated that during
Lanz’s visit to Hausser the generals worked out their strategy (o
save the army but of course no documentation exists to even sug-
gest that this was so. However. such a scenario could perhaps ex-
plain why Lanz waited for such a long time before dutifully re-
minding the SS commander of Hitler's order.

Hausser gave the order to withdraw and it was carried out. He
assumed the responsibility and the possible consequences. taking
all of the blame squarely on his own shoulders. This was a decision
that carmed more than a hint of personal danger. in addition 1o po-
tentially ending his career. Hitler was not one 1o suffer such inci-
dents quietly. Once the withdrawal had been irrevocably begun,
Hausser returned 1o the fold and at 2130 hours, the SS-Panzer-Korps
assured the army that its objective on 1S February was to hold
Kharkov (o the last man. according to the Fihrer's order. Of course,
by that time, the exposed positions of “Das Reich” had been aban-
doned and the Panzergrenadiers were pulled back.
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Lanz continued to formulate plans for the defense of the city in
accordance with Hitler's orders. He instructed Dietrich to assemble
one Panzer battalion, Peiper’s SPW battalion and a battalion of
motorcycle troops for an attack toward Valki, along the Kharkov-
Poltava rail line and road. After clearing the Russians from the key
supply line immediately west of the city, Gruppe Dietrich was to
reassemble at Valki and join “Totenkopf” units there. in prepara-
tion for further action. This order was given in response 10 the pres-
ence of Soviet forces in unknown strength in the Ljubotin — Olschany
area and the threat they posed to the communications lines of Korps
Raus and SS-Panzer-Korps.

Lanz also wanted 320. Infantene-Division to attack Soviet
forces southeast of Kharkov and relieve the pressure on the SS de-
fensive positions east of Kharkov but Hausser knew better than to
count on any help from that division so soon after its ordeal. In any
event, he told Lanz that major elements of the division were still
near Zmiev and the desired attack by the division was not possible.
Lanz replied that it could be immediately made available to the SS-
Panzer-Korps but Hausser knew from first hand reports that the
army division was not yet ready 1o conduct offensive operations
and had little mobile striking power. Hausser told Lanz that the
surviving horses of the division were too weak to be able to trans-
port the remaining divisional artillery and the division was not in
any condition to conduct an effective attack. The conversation ended
without any further recorded remarks by either officer.®

While “Das Reich” pulled back toward Kharkov.
“Leibstandane’s™ two Panzergrenadier regiments continued their
defense of the southem and eastern perimeters of the city. The So-
viet 62nd Guards Rifle Division, supported by a fresh tank forma-
tion, the 179th Tank Brigade, broke through German defenses north
of Kamptgruppe Weidenhaupt. The Soviet thrust drove to the west
and approached the town of Ossnova, threatening the rear of
Kampfgruppe Weidenhaupt.®* This advance represented a critical
threat not only to the “Leibstandarte™ defenses west of Rogan but
also to both “Grossdeutschland” and Regiment “‘Deutschland.” The
attack laid the foundation for a further Soviet armored attack pen-
etrating into the center of the city. Ossnovo was only five kilome-
ters from the southeastern outskirts of Kharkov and a Soviet thrust
beyond that point and continuing into Kharkov conld have blocked
the divisions from withdrawing through the city. Regimental com-
mander Wisch quickly gathered a few Panzergrenadiers and a
Sturmgeschiitze battery and assaulted the flank of the 179th Tank

¢ Befehl des Gewissens, pg. 100.

™ According 1o Sharp (Soviet Order of Bautle - World War 2: School of Banle,
pg. 79). the 179(h Tank Brigade was an independent unit, made vp of two ank
baualions and one motorized ritle baualion. It was assigned o the 3rd Tank Army as
an infantry support unit,
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Brigade. The fierce attack cut through the Soviet line of advance
and temporarily halted the Russian attack as the brigade regrouped
to meet this threat. However Wisch’s Kampfgruppe lacked the
strength 1o eliminate the penetration and even though the Soviets
were temporarily forced to go over to the defensive. new forces
were brought up by the 3rd Tank Army and thrown into the fight.
Wisch was forced to retreat by the appearance of Russian tanks and
infantry on his eastern flank. Covered by the assault guns, the SS
Panzergrenadiers pulled back and the Russians regrouped for the
next assault.

Simultaneously, the Russians renewed their pressure upon the
SS troops south of Rogan, where the [ 2th Tank Corps again tried to
break through the defenses of Kampfgruppe Linden in the
Lisogubovka area. T-34s and infantry attacked SS lines east of
Lisogubovka at 1650 hours whereupon SS anti-tank gunners bit
and damaged four of the Soviet tanks, forcing them to withdraw
from the fighting. The Russian infantry attack collapsed without
the support of the tanks and was not immediately repeated. At the
same time, on the extreme southern flank of the German defenses
east of Kharkov, infaniry of the 11 1th Rifle Division assaulted SS
positions in the Konstantinovka-Bahnhof Sidki area. This attack
was turned back also and a Soviet heavy 1ank, a KV-1 was destroyed.

The drive toward the city’s center by the 179th Tank Brigade,
supported by the 62nd Guards Rifle Division and the threat of en-
circlement west o